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ABSTRACT
In the “Introduction,” I discuss how the works presented in this “creative” thesis draw
upon traditions of both experimental fiction and realism. The novella makes up Volume I
of a longer work. The episodes in the life of the protagonist are depicted in chronological
order, but not as chapters in a seamless narrative. In constructing the novella in this way,
I attempted to convey how an individual might, for reasons peculiar to himself, choose to
view certain moments of his life as turning points. But I do not rely upon the first-person
point of view. By using a third-person limited, a third-person omniscient and “secondperson” narrative voice in several of the chapters, I hoped, in part, to give to the
representation of the “the life of Donovan Jewell” the quality of the “case study.” Each
of the “two stories” following the novella is meant to stand alone. Written in the present
tense, they both offer intimations of a coming family crisis—or perhaps of a crisis that
will be forever postponed.
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INTRODUCTION
22 Years Later: A Self-Interview

Looking over your official transcript, I see that you took your first fiction writing course
at the University of Tennessee in 1988. Twenty-two years later, you took your last. How
do you account for the long hiatus?

The three fiction writing courses I took as a fourth-year undergraduate in the late
eighties were electives. While I had been writing fiction since high school, I had always
looked upon it as something that had to be done in private and held at a safe remove from
my official studies (political theory and history).
Nevertheless, as the summer of 1989 approached, it began to occur to me that I might
have put myself on the wrong path. Perhaps I should apply to a MFA program instead of
a Doctoral program in Political Philosophy?
I decided I would spend a month writing a story, “Come All Ye Faithful,” and then
submit it to a Midwestern journal that had issued a call for submissions from new, young
writers. Should the story I chose to send be accepted, I would abandon Political Theory
(In those days I tended to frame any major decision I had to make in zero-sum terms).
I suppose I should say a few quick words about the story which, in retrospect,
illuminated several problems that came back to haunt me twenty-two years later. The
story was contained, that was its single virtue, covering alter ego number 6’s walk to and
1

from a class. The material was autobiographical through and through. Even the dream
was faithfully transcribed with painstaking precision. Looking back on it, I’m not at all
sure where this misplaced fidelity to what I regarded as my only source for material came
from.
In any event, the Midwestern journal’s rejection letter arrived earlier than I had
expected. But there was another surprise waiting for me inside the envelope. I have since
been told that the addition of a personal note to the rejection letter, even if scrawled on
the back of a receipt, as that one was, indicates the editor has a qualified interest in
receiving additional work. But perhaps what I read in the note, which happened to arrive
the day after I received my B.A., proved the exception to that unwritten rule: “Your story
would be more appropriate for a college student magazine.”
That was a difficult moment—to be told to go back to what I had thought I had with
one bold step left behind.
At the time the situation seemed embarrassingly simple: my submission was the
height of presumption, and no further evidence was needed to convince me that my life
experiences were incapable of generating serious works of fiction.

Did you at any point stop to consider that the rather crude causal relationship you
apparently established between “life experience” and fictional narration should be
reassessed?
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At the time, I did not. And to make matters worse, I then drew up a ten-year plan
based entirely on that central, unexamined assumption. That is to say, I quickly
determined that my problem stemmed from the fact that I did not know how to work up
the source material that lay so close at hand.1
And so I decided it would be for the best after all to complete a doctoral study of
political theory (an interdisciplinary field that covers the Humanities and Social
Sciences). For what use would it be to acquire this or that authentic, raw experience (say,
working for hire on a salmon boat in the North Atlantic, teaching English in Nicaragua,
or enlisting in the Armed Forces) if I didn’t have an adequate means of “processing” it?
In short, I found a way to rationalize the decision I had already made to enter a
doctoral program in Political Theory. Rigorous scholarly study, I thought, would enable
me to invest my outwardly commonplace experiences with an aura of the mythic (or with
the aura of the mythic in ruins). I would thus be well-positioned to begin serving the
cause of Literature.2

1 Evidently, I had taken to heart Flannery O’Connor’s claim that the experience of childhood is material
enough for any would-be author without realizing that a writer is not merely a stenographerautobiographer, granted license to slightly embellish and discreetly editorialize the life given for purposes
of entertainment and/or instruction.
2

At the time, I did not share what Thomas Pynchon describes as his youthful, “unkind impatience with
fiction…felt…to be ‘too autobiographical.’” Pynchon had “somewhere…come up with the notion that
one’s personal life had nothing to do with fiction, when the truth, as everyone knows, is nearly the direct
opposite” (21).
But the truth Pynchon refers to here had no staying power for me over twenty years ago because at the
time I knew nothing of how to carry over scraps, whole chunks or trace elements of material from one
realm (the autobiographical) to the other (the space of literature).
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I take it that after implementing your ten-year plan, you at some point began to
reexamine the relationship between life and literature?

I remember doing just that while rereading Kafka for a seminar on Walter Benjamin.
It became increasingly apparent, as I read on alternate days Kafka’s Diaries and his
collected works, that something had been terribly wrong with my approach to “my
material.” His “personal life,” in terms of his day to day experiences inside the family
home, the Workmen’s Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia and the
Prague cafes, had, in essence, everything to do with his fiction. And yet the latter stripped
the former of its familiar features, leaving readers with the appearance of a world unto
itself that only Kafka could create, a world which they nevertheless could with a sudden
shock perceive as a singular distortion and reflection of their own.3
I have had the good sense not to try to imitate Kafka. But that hasn’t stopped me from
thinking of his work as a model, from which I have drawn four rules that, in writing the
present collection, I have much more often than not proven unable to follow. First, every
line of every story should be rendered with a syntactical precision that contributes to the
construction of a cohesive mood in which elements of humor, pathos and even
submerged terror are detectable just below a narrative surface. Second, the narrative

3

In Notes on Literature, Adorno argues that “Kafka, by completely abolishing…[aesthetic]
distance…destroys the reader’s contemplative security in the face of what he reads.” What I failed to
appreciate is that the shock comes because the reader had first been drawn in. Like Brechtian drama and
Sirkian film melodrama, Kafka’s works are deceptively accessible, creating alternating moments of
identification and estrangement in the reader which then makes the moments of destruction Adorno invokes
possible (34).
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should be stripped of clutter, in the sense of either overt, extended philosophicalpsychological commentary or passages that exist solely to dole out background
information about time, character and setting. The momentum of the story should provide
all such data on its own, at its own pace, without the aid of cumbersome sign posts, and
in a way that also immediately engages, drawing the reader into a logical, strangely
coherent and uncanny world.4 Third, the narrative voice must attempt to strike a tone that
is antithetical to that species of complacent, playfully nihilistic irony which is so
pervasive in contemporary fiction. And fourth, form must function as content and content
as form, giving to each line of dialogue a literal significance that makes perfectly vivid
sense within the terms of the narrative while also posing practical philosophical-politicalpsychological questions to the reader.
But, as I’ve said, when it comes to transferring these rules to the stories I wrote, I’m
afraid an immense chasm still separates theory and practice. However, I can say about
this chasm that it is not quite as immense as the one I did not even know existed twentytwo years ago.

Did it occur to you that the problem may have less to do with matters of execution and
more with the formulation of your subjective maxims?

What are you driving at?
4

In How Fiction Works, James Woods argues that a common failing to be found in “experimental” writers
is that they prove unable to “teach us how to adapt to [their narrative]…conventions (120).
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I’ll tell you. I have no argument, in general, with your aversion to littering a story with
psychological explanations and assessments. And I also think that philosophical
reflections are best left implied, rendered if possible through a symbolism that forms an
integral part of the narrative without appearing obtrusive. However, let’s take another
look at your second principle—and at what you referred to disparagingly as “sign posts”
and “clutter” in particular. Think of your inimitable model, Kafka. He never fails to
ensure that the reader is at all times “oriented” in the world he creates. The subdued
symbolism and ambiguity of his pieces is counterbalanced by their meticulous
choreography and “cinematography” (we’ll return to the language of film in a moment).
In other words, he creates an ordered chaos. You cannot have passages of ambiguity
without a stabilizing contrast. The clutter and bulky sign posts you refer to should
perhaps be thought of instead as rests in a bar of music, or as the monochromatic
background to a Magritte painting. You don’t want the reader to be distracted or
confused by the wrong things.

Allow me to play devil’s advocate by citing the following lines from Robert
McLaughlin’s introduction to Innovations: An Anthology of Modern and Contemporary
Fiction: “Confusion is a positive thing. If you read something and you’re not confused by
it, you’re not reading anything you don’t already know or can’t easily assimilate to what
you already know; if you read something that confuses you, you’re probably
encountering something you don’t know. In working your way through the confusion, in
6

making sense of it, you have the opportunity to learn something new or to look at the
world in a new way” (xvii).

“To look at the world in a new way.” Where have I heard that before? In just about
every introduction to every anthology of experimental fiction published over the last
twenty years? In every wall text accompanying an exhibition of contemporary art? It’s a
cliché and moreover a symptom of political and ethical irresponsibility. In this age of
hourly digital revolution, we need not always a new way, but rather for once a new and
better way. However, we’ve touched on a crucial point here that takes us back to your
comments about the relationship between autobiographical source material and the
construction of a work of fiction.

I’d like to address that. Belatedly, I have come to recognize the value of making a
distinction between productive confusion and unproductive confusion. The early drafts of
every single piece in this collection offered an overabundance of the latter. I cited
McLaughlin because I wanted to demonstrate how his last sentence in particular should
be directed away from the reader and toward this writer. That is, over the course of
working through some 60-odd drafts of each of these stories, I have also learned how to
best “make sense” of my own confusion. As a result, I’ve given myself the “opportunity”
to learn something new about my writing and also to look at it in a “new,” and, yes, I
hope also “better” way.
7

I believe the particular type of confusion that so frustrated readers of early drafts can
be attributed to that relationship between autobiographical source material and fictional
narrative you just mentioned.
I’ve found it helpful to think of this relationship in light of the art of film adaptation.
Why is it that someone who is normally shy about judging films often has so much to say
after seeing a cinematic adaptation of a short story or novel she has just read? Because
while reading, and without giving it a second’s thought, she set to work imagining her
own film adaptation. What she then saw on the screen was forced to compete with her
interpretation, with what she had created on her own. And if the director fails to convince
us that a certain cut or change is essential, then his interpretation of the written work has
not been adequately conveyed; what appears to him as a faithful, if idiosyncratic,
rendering of the source’s spirit, comes across as little more than an arbitrary, unjustifiable
or “confusing” subjective imposition.
The process of translating autobiographical-historical material into prose fiction brings
a similar set of relationships into play. The writer must discriminate between the essential
and the inessential, between which “facts” should be faithfully reproduced and which
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omitted altogether or transformed into something completely different that nevertheless
preserves what is idiosyncratic and distinct in the “original.”5
Even where this analogy clearly falters, it proves instructive. For in the
autobiographically-based story, there is of course no common referent already in place
for author and reader. That is, there is no reader-viewer who knows the literary source of
a particular film adaptation and stands ready to contest the writer’s interpretation of a
character, mood or scene from his past. The reader knows nothing of the story except for
what appears on, or is clearly suggested by, the words on the page. It is very easy for
some writers—

That is to say…

It was very easy for me to forget this embarrassingly fundamental truth. Because I had
not carried over enough from the sources (which must include, yes, “sign posts” and
some “clutter”), the tightly compressed stories seemed richly suggestive to me and
willfully impenetrable to all others. At a point far too early in the drafting-conception
5

However, whether the latter is a work of literature or the work of memory, loyalty to the source is best
conveyed through a spirit of innovation that avoids mere illustration or transcription. In Double Exposure:
Fiction Into Film, Joyce Boyum makes the same point in comparing the adaptation to a work of translation:
“Like the translator, the filmmaker who adapts is bent on a double task: he must demonstrate some sort of
allegiance to a previously existing work of art (or why use it as inspiration in the first place) and he must
also, at the very same time, create a new work of art in his own particular language, the language of film”
(83).
The writer of an autobiographically-based story is confronted with a similar problem: how best to translate
an experience that inspires into the language of the short story or novella—rather than, say, into the
language of the private diary or the personal memoir (however ambiguous and controversial the latter has
become).
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process, I lavished too much attention on matters of diction and syntax, leaving those
readers so inclined to offer measured encouragement precious little with which to work.
What could they say, other than, “Well, here and there you have some nice sentences in
this story. However, and I’m not very fond of asking this question, but you have given
me no other choice, just what is it about anyway?”

Just what are the stories in this collection about anyway?

I attempted to situate them in part within a tradition of American melodrama—a
tradition whose origins lie in such late nineteenth and early twentieth early century novels
as Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of Courage, Kate Chopin’s The Awakening and Edith
Wharton’s The Age of Innocence. This tradition was then revived by the 1950s
Hollywood melodramas of Douglas Sirk, a director who utilized the Brechtian
“estrangement-effect” to create works that, to borrow Robert Lang’s formulation, “tend
to put the question of an entry into the symbolic order, or resistance and final capitulation
to the Symbolic, at the center of the narrative” (49). But what goes unmentioned in
Lang’s statement is that Sirkian melodrama at its best precisely places into question our
assumed ability to readily and unequivocally distinguish a representation of “resistance”
from a representation of “capitulation” vis-à-vis the symbolic order. The central
characters in these films and novels are not confronted with the need to choose between
this or that ego-ideal; an inherited subject position does not simply come into conflict
10

with a new object of desire, ambition or sense of duty. Instead, the process through which
a subject casts off one form of constricting identity only to assume another is represented
in a way that calls into question the validity of the ego-ideals themselves. Melodramas of
that order are what I’ve tried to write in this collection. 6

Since you’ve made repeated references to film, I want to take our discussion of that
medium in another direction. In a 2005 article published in Harpers Magazine, Ben
Marcus made the case for experimental fiction by way of critiquing Jonathan Franzen’s
The Corrections. The fault with that commercially successful novel, he claims, is that it
presents the “reading public with film-ready version of reality” (Marcus 52). Marcus
treats with condescending tolerance all works of contemporary fiction that “subscribe to
cinematic verisimilitude”—provided that the authors of those works do not, like Franzen,
declare that no other literary form is suitable for the present age. Would you say you
strive for “cinematic verisimilitude” in your works?

I don’t see how Marcus helps his cause by invoking the language of film in his
critique of a form of literary realism. The analogy he makes does not seem to have been
sufficiently thought through. Think of how even the most conventional of Hollywood

6

In Tomb With A View, Donovan’s inability to find a proper place within the symbolic order was meant to
provoke a sense of disquiet or embarrassment, a sense that there is something inadequate or dismissive
about the ways in which the other characters treat him. The proper role for the “good daughter” is
questioned in “The Shallow End.” And in “Tomorrow is a Holiday,” I wanted to suggest how the very
effort required during family holidays to make a show of reassuring others that all is well can for that very
reason, and in a concentrated, incommunicable way, drive home the opposite conviction.
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films is edited and shot. The point of view is in constant flux, the cuts may be abrupt and
symbolic, and the soundtrack provides a running commentary on the visual imagery. No
matter how little attention the director calls to himself (by deploying unconventional
formalist techniques) s/he is obviously manipulating material in a way that collapses the
sort of stable, fixed sense of distance Franzen and much of contemporary realism
establishes between narrator and reader.
Moreover, when redirected to the printed page, cinematic verisimilitude breaks
through the illusion that is projected on the screen. This is why Adorno likens the
position of the modernist narrator (he cites Joyce, Kafka and Proust) to a director who
forever “varies…the angle of the camera in film: sometimes the reader is left outside, and
sometimes he is led…onto the stage, backstage [or] into the prop room” (34).
In most of the stories collected here, I tried to bring about the change in perspective
associated with the moving camera by establishing a point of view that shifts throughout
from free indirect discourse to extrinsic third-person narration.7
And I also thought that, by writing the stories in the present tense, a sense of
“cinematic verisimilitude” could also be created. The illusion of reality (the appearance
of truth) that film produces of course owes everything to the fact that its visual
“language” is expressed in the present tense. And while the use of that tense on the page

7

Adrian Hunter describes how Joyce’s use of free indirect discourse in Dubliners creates a type of
productive confusion that prevents readers from readily identifying the narrator’s attitude toward the central
character. Instead, the readers are encouraged to judge the characters for themselves, without receiving
explicit instruction from the narrator: “Rarely in Dubliners do we find any passage of third-person narration
that is not distorted…by the ‘gravitational field’ of the character it describes. The effect of this is that very
little of what we are told about a character’s thoughts or feelings strikes us as reliable or determinate” (59).
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will of course immediately seem much more conspicuous and artificial than it does on the
screen, this effect is attributable above all to the pervasiveness of a type of literary
realism which imitates the tradition of oral storytelling by presenting the narrated
material in the form of retrospection. I think that the use of the present tense may help
readers take on a more active, interpretive role.

Are there any particular works that you think use, or fail to use, the present tense in such
a way?

Hearing my father translate “Gusev” a year ago allowed me for the first time to
appreciate what is lost in English translations that fail to carry over Chekhov’s use of the
present tense.
Converting the narrator’s omniscient voice (and occasional use of free indirect
discourse) into the past tense gives the story a didactic and stabilizing fairy-tale like
quality which is conspicuously absent when the story is read in the present tense.
Chekhov’s use of the latter creates a sense of momentum that culminates in the seamless
shift which occurs with Gusev’s death: both corpse and terminally-ill veteran are
described with the same sense of detachment that, in the very distance it establishes
between reader and character, somehow gives expression to a sense of inadequate
consolation and latent horror: “After sinking sixty or seventy fathoms, he begins to move
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more and more slowly, swaying rhythmically, as though he is deliberating. Then, caught
by a current, he is borne quicker sideways than downwards” (Chekhov 249).

What about Katherine Anne Porter’s use of the present tense in “Flowering Judas”? It
gets off to a very promising start, no? “Braggioni sits heaped upon the edge of a straightbacked chair much too small for him, and sings to Laura in a furry, mournful voice”
(Bohner 865).

I’m less fond of that piece. I think Porter quickly loses that opening moment of
intensity by having the heterodiegetic narrator continually speak for the protagonist in
unequivocal terms (“Laura wishes to lie down…Laura feels a slow chill…Laura is not at
home in the world”). Such passages seem steeped in an unnecessary irony that then takes
something away from the protagonist’s repeated attempts to escape from the present. The
desire for such flight could have come across more strongly if the action in the present
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were given more narrative space, and the reader were given less of an incentive to assume
an ironic stance toward Laura.8

To stay with the language of film for one more question: the sense of “presence”
projected onto the screen is of course not a simple one. Apart from utilizing such obvious
devices as the flashback, adjustment in camera speed and the voice-over narration (all
three of which are, more often than not, tellingly ineffectual), the film director can both
intensify and disrupt the illusion of presence through the use of music as punctuation and
commentary. Should you want to manipulate the illusion of “presence” further, how
would you do so?

In each story, I tried through tone, diction and syntax to create a narrative voice that
would be capable of producing such an intensifying and disrupting effect.9 And my aim

8

Laura’s continual “flights” from the present are “impressionistic” in Ford Maddox Ford’s conception of
that term. Literary impressionism, according to Ford, is a species of realism that attempts to capture a
“sensitized” individual’s “superimposed emotions” of the moment, the “sense, when he is one room, that he
is in another…For the whole of life is really like that; we are almost always in one place with our minds
somewhere quite other” (263).

But in The Good Soldier, Ford renders Dowell’s “superimposed emotions” through a first-person
recollection (the act of recollection is written in the present, but most of the narration, as recollection, uses
the past tense). As a result, the reader sees less of what “life is really like” and more of the process through
which an individual attempts, and fails, to recapture what a set of circumstances was like. The narrator’s
struggles to recollect and impose a meaning on the past create a greater sense of immediacy (or a greater
sense of the failure to capture immediacy) than Porter’s particular use of a present tense, third-person
limited point of view.
9

However, the piece where I attempted to create the most anachronistic tone is told in the past tense. The
use of the present tense in “Donovan and Theodore,” I thought, would have created too much dissonance. It
would have taken away from the fabulist quality of a story rooted in Donovan’s fundamental fantasy.

15

in “Thoughts That Count” was to provide readers with footnotes that would then stay
with them as after-images when they reentered the “space” of the present-tense narrative.
Above all, I used the present tense to try to bring writer and reader closer to the type
of experience that takes place off-stage—moments of quiet perception, recollection and
fantasy that we form and that form us every day, no matter how hard the forces of daily
public and private life conspire to make us forget, ignore or dismiss them.

Are there no “official” records kept of these experiences of isolation?

You could say that they are given a voice in the therapeutic or “meditative” session.
But in both instances, the experiences are seen as symptoms of a condition that can be
managed or cured, rather than as signs of a protest which remains at a loss for words.

These lost words could be found in the “space” of contemporary literature?

They should be. But I think contemporary American fiction (as found, for instance, in
The New Yorker) is dominated by a style that imitates the language of daily life, and in a
way which betrays little interest in exploring what may lie buried beneath it.10

10

Discussing the stories of David Foster Wallace collected in Oblivion, James Woods argues that “the
author’s corrupted language just mimics an actually existing language we all know too well, and are in fact
quite desperate to escape.” But the method of “over-literary” stylization at work in John Updike’s The
Terrorist succeeds only in making Woods want to escape again—to escape from “the cold breath of an
alienation [that covers] over the text” (34).

16

The style I’m looking for is one that draws attention not only to itself, but also to the
type of silent, ephemeral experience I have been trying to describe. Its attitude toward
that experience is not first and foremost ironic, and in this respect I hope it does not come
across as an exercise in “stylization.”11

11

Stylization here refers to the definition Susan Sontag gives to that term in discussing a pervasive cultural
tendency that manifests itself with particular clarity in the films of Joseph von Sternberg: “What informs
these…films…is an ironic attitude toward the subject-matter (romantic love, the femme fatale), a judgment
on the subject matter as interesting only so far as it is transformed by exaggeration, in a word, stylized”
(19).
Marcus’ characterization of Franzen’s “pre-digested” language brings into play another conceptual
opposition: the inedible and the pre-digested. Marcus’ penchant for turgid prose (as evidenced in both the
Harpers article and his story collection, The Age of Wire and String) seems to stem from a undue
preoccupation with form alone: “The more…we [read] writers who are looking deeply into the possibility
of…leveraging grammar as a medium for the making of art…[the more] the muscle grows and
strengthens…leaving us ever hungrier to encounter sentences we’ve never seen before” (Marcus 40). But to
what end, this hunger for novelty?

17

A TOMB WITH A VIEW: THE LIFE OF DONOVAN JEWELL
Chapter One
Thoughts That Count

No longer constrained by the presence of other clients, Donovan lets his eyes roam
freely before settling on the magazine rack. After pushing it closer to the aquarium and
rearranging the cover display, he kneels and takes aim, zooming in, and then slightly
out—
“Don?...Are you ready?” Dr. Grigore asks, leaning against the opened door to the
waiting room with her arms folded across her chest.
“I’m sorry,” he says, abandoning his hasty attempt to fit the camera into its makeshift
vinyl case.
With camera cupped in one hand and case clutched in the other, he enters her office
with eyes lowered.
How long had she been leaning against the door?
What had she been thinking before she called out his name?
Might she include those reflections in her report after their ten-minute session ends?
But are observations of that sort ever included in the record?
Or does his file consist of nothing more than a collection of dated transcripts that stores
his monosyllabic responses to a list of standardized questions?
18

More likely than not, it falls to him alone to carefully examine any and all stray words
which pass between them, something he does without fail immediately after each session
while on the elevator that in fits and starts takes him down twelve flights to Emma, the
most recently hired bartender at the restaurant on the ground floor of the Cedar Crest
Professional Tower’s East Wing.
Thinking it best not to mention Dr. Grigore, Donovan told Emma that he comes to the
Tower every week to meet with Evan Moore, the only local advocate willing to support
him in his increasingly acrimonious legal battle with a certain Jeffrey Gill—a name he
still cannot pronounce, at least in her presence, without a slight quaver in his voice. 1
This Jeffrey Gill, he tells Emma, who at the mention of the name immediately moves
as close to him as the counter of the bar separating them allows, insists he has rightful

1In point of fact, Donovan has never met Evan Moore. The lawyer representing him, Rhett Payne, works
out of a downtown law office that lies some 30 miles from the Tower, which is still the only structure yet to
be completed in an isolated commercial park surrounded by abandoned farmlands.

The chances are of course slim that Emma would take the trouble to seek corroboration for any aspect of
his story. Indeed, it smacks of presumption to consider it possible that she would do anything of the kind.
Nevertheless, Donovan could see little harm in referring to Payne as “Evan Moore,” the name which
appears on the door plaque of one of the many law offices on the Cedar Crest Tower’s eleventh floor.
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claim over the Doberman Pincher (since renamed Justice) whom Donovan found a month
ago lying on the side of the road with punctured eye and mangled limb.2
***
“How have you been?”
Donovan half-registers the absent-minded manner in which Dr. Grigore drops the
question, which she then rephrases in the wake of his delayed response: “getting along
with the folks?”
“Not bad, not bad.”
What’s with this habit of repeating his answers to Dr. Grigore’s questions?
He concentrates on speaking more deliberately as he finishes up the preliminaries with
condensed summaries of how “the job search” and his “case with Justice” are going,
and—and what else? Is he not rather enjoying the unseasonably warm weather?

2

On the weekday summer morning that Donovan and Dr. Moody, the Chattanooga Animal Sanctuary’s
consulting veterinarian (Donovan works there as a sometime volunteer), were in the midst of showing off a
nearly recovered Justice to a young priest who seemed eager to sign the adoption papers, two police
officers with Gill in tow suddenly pounded on the shelter’s back door, brandishing a warrant empowering
them to seize “stolen property” (i.e., Justice) and return it (Donovan’s emphasis) then and there to Gill, who
has since responded to the Sanctuary’s lawsuit (which charged Gill with violating Tennessee’s animal anticruelty statutes) with a countersuit, all the while ignoring Payne’s repeated inquiries as to the dog’s medical
condition.
As a professional breeder who “actually works for a living,” as he put it in the terse email he addressed to
Donovan, Gill now has a dog that is “worse than useless to him,” a reference to the fact that the Sanctuary
and Dr. Moody had Justice neutered, an action which they have since vigorously defended, explaining that
in so doing they were simply following a state-wide protocol established in a concerted attempt to at least
stabilize the swelling population of stray dogs.
At Donovan’s mention of that overpopulation crisis, Emma, who is finishing up her coursework in
preparation for veterinary school, nodded vigorously with moistening eyes—that tearful expression then
disappearing at once after Donovan repeated the closing line of Gill’s email, and in a tone apparently meant
to be imitative: “Why don’t you little fucking faggots use the knife on each other?”
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To this Donovan responds in the negative, complaining in a self-deprecatory tone
about the poor quality of the new central air conditioning unit recently installed in his
parents’ two-story house as Dr. Grigore retrieves a file from a metal cabinet and then
assumes her regular position behind her mahogany desk. Turning toward her computer
monitor, she indicates by her stiff posture and pursed lips that their session is about to
begin in earnest.
But not before he points to the Sigmund Freud doll perched on the top shelf of the
bookcase behind her: “I’ve never seen one of those before.”
“A client gave that to me as a gift,” she mutters, her quick backward glance implicitly
spurning what he regarded as a polite invitation to initiate a discussion of Freud.
Next time he will be more direct—and moreover better prepared to describe how his
long dormant desire to undergo analysis had reawakened while reading her recent Op-Ed
piece, which created something of a sensation in its excoriation of the Positive
Psychology movement. Certainly he is far from abandoning all hope that she will in the
not too distant future begin not only to treat, but also to train him, a process which would
culminate in their joint appearance on the live set of a tasteful television journal, his
trenchant remarks and impeccably timed witticisms eliciting deeply cathartic laughter
from the audience and appreciative, playful pokes from Dr. Grigore.
Perhaps the interior design of the studio would resemble her office, the television
cameras replacing the awning window…through which a narrow beam of sunlight coats a
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section of the bookcase, the shadows cast by the swaying branches lapping against the
dark spines of several leather-bound books—
“Any new side-effects from the medication?”
“No.”
Donovan is certain that the poster for the Cayman Islands to the side of the window
belongs to the male psychiatrist whose name also appears on the office door plate.
Indeed, he can well imagine that there must have been quite a row when Dr. Grigore
entered her office one morning this past month and discovered it had taken the place of
her print of a late Rothko—
But perhaps all three of them could reach a compromise, in which the offending object
would be replaced by one of his framed photographs.
And while he’s at it, why not give one to Emma as well? An obvious choice for her
would be the black Labrador: shot from below, the dog rests a front paw over the edge of
a low lying brick wall, his calmly attentive gaze directed toward something above and
behind the eye of the camera—
“Any trouble sleeping?”
“A little.”
A careless response.
Donovan quickly explains that his lack of sleep stems solely from the fact that the
smoke detector in his parents’ house has been malfunctioning of late, and always in the
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middle of the night, a recurring oddity that dominated the conversation in the car today
on the way to the Tower.
More often than not, the car is silent, Byron tightly gripping the wheel, Martha sitting
erect with both feet firmly planted on the floorboard, and Donovan slumped in the
backseat, feigning sleep—a family snapshot which in a sense, and when adjusted to
include his brother Neal, could just as easily have been taken twenty years earlier, during
one of their frequent road trips to see an estranged relative or a neglected historical
monument.
Donovan would now and again break the silence on one of those earlier occasions by
assuming the persona of a Churchill Downs announcer, in order to “call” the auto race
that began when they passed a mileage sign and ended when they reached the supporting
steel pillars of an overhanging bridge.
And once, but just once, his father exerted a bit of extra pressure on the accelerator as
they pulled away from a crimson Fiat convertible just before reaching the finish line, a
victory greeted by all with triumphal shouts that must have lingered in the car for—
Dr. Grigore shifts slightly in her chair: “Have you had any thoughts about hurting
anyone?”
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Notwithstanding the sense of accomplishment they seem to derive from their weekly
visits to the Tower’s medical library,3 would not his parents most assuredly be “hurt” if
they found out that his sessions with Dr. Grigore occur on a monthly, rather than weekly
basis? That they last for ten, rather than ninety minutes? That they have as their sole
official purpose the renewal of a prescription for a newly concocted central nervous
stimulant? That he exceeds the prescribed dose and alters its customary manner of
delivery? That it is the daily inhalation of this highly controversial class-two drug, and
not his successful emulation of his brother’s enduring state of Mindfulness, which has
brought back into existence after two decades “the real Donovan,” the allegedly adorable
four-year old who, when they lived for a year in Perugia, invariably sprinted away from
his parents and Neal with outspread arms the instant he spotted a group of children that
had gathered at the neighborhood playground, shouting “tatti…tatti!” at the top of his
lungs?4
But what if it is precisely because they have been willing to go to any length not to
hurt him that his parents’ self-inflicted wounds continue to fester—so convinced are they

3 Byron and Martha have honored Donovan’s request that they not sit with him in the waiting room, which
is usually filled to near capacity with adolescents and pre-adolescents kept under the watchful eye of one or
both of their parents. Their willingness to accommodate him in this particular instance was perhaps
prompted by Donovan’s accidental discovery of the medical library located on the second floor of the
Tower’s West Wing. Working methodically and cooperatively, they attempt, week after week, to discover
the most likely causes of Neal’s increasingly severe cluster, migraine, and sinus headaches. (Ruled out of
hand and with great alarm was Neal’s recent claim that, if they really wanted to find the root cause of his
debilitating headaches, they need look no further than his art studio, where he has found he can no longer
work for more than five minutes on his sculptures without feeling wretchedly sick.) Time permitting, they
then pour over the results of their research at the café next to the library.
4

Tatti is a colloquialism in Perugian dialect, derived from the word tatta, which is a nanny or nursemaid.
Its likely English cousin is tots, although in standard Italian tots is translated as bimbetto.
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that they must spare their youngest son the shame which would bind and smother him
like a winding sheet should they ever reveal that they long ago saw through his lies, and
have since done everything within their power to make sure that what they discovered
stays covered up?
“Have you had any thoughts that life is not worth living?” 5
Dr. Grigore stares into the monitor, a raised, non-committal finger adorned with a
silver ring poised to strike a single key.
“No.”
“Any recurring headaches…heart palpitations…loss of appetite?
Three times no.

5

Grigore’s question releases an image that flits by and then returns later that night—in the middle of the
night, shortly after Donovan is awakened by the malfunctioning smoke detector. Unable to get back to
sleep, he reconstructs the scene surrounding the image, all the while aware that his memory is in this case
probably imperfect, and that his written sketch is a composite one, taken from many different episodes that
have taken place in the same two-story house over the past twenty years.
What follows is an excerpt from Donovan’s green octavo notebook, dated June 7, 2001 reproduced in full:
“I’ve been having suicidal thoughts” Neal shouted.
With that, he flew out of the kitchen into the long hallway, with my mother fast on his heels. But I held
my ground, leaning over the edge of the gas stove as the milk began to curdle, staring at the streaks of
water running down the wall above the sink. All I had asked just before Neal’s outburst, admittedly in a
weak, halting voice, was why it must always be that he is “the only one around here who is allowed to get
angry.”
I lowered the flame and looked down at my father, who was carefully placing one at a time into a
dustpan the pieces of the glass pitcher Neal had moments earlier shattered.
Inching toward the sizable shard that lay at my feet, he suddenly raised his head—his widened eyes
greatly magnified by his closely trimmed black beard: “are you always going to be in the goddamned
way?”
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Dr. Grigore carefully writes down the prescription information and rips off a sheet
from her notepad. “I can’t remember if I told you this the last time,” she says, swiveling
her chair from the desk, “but I will no longer be working here as of next Tuesday.”
He hesitates before taking the script she hands him: “No?”
“I’m going to work at a VA hospital.”
“Oh! A VA hospital—”
She has already made all the necessary arrangements for him to begin seeing a Dr.
Gregory Cameron, the dear friend and colleague with whom Dr. Grigore has shared this
office for many years.
“Don’t forget your camera,” she says, pointing toward his chair as he reaches for the
door knob.
***
For the first time since he started coming to the Tower, he bypasses the elevator—
“Good luck, Don.”
Her final three words reverberate as he races down the fire escape, pounding the wide
concrete steps first two, and then three at a time.
***
After activating his cell phone’s voice answering system on the third attempt, he raises
his eyes from the speckled marble counter of the bar and gazes straight ahead into the
mirror.
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The expressiveness of the suddenly haggard and ashen face caught in the glass seems
greatly enhanced by the timbre and rhythm of Rhett Payne’s grave voice—
The lawyer’s message cuts off as the empty backdrop to Donovan’s reflection
momentarily blurs, developing in the next instant into a candid shot of Emma, who is to
all appearances immersed in a by turn serious and light-hearted conversation with his
parents.
Never before has he seen or heard them laugh so freely.
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Chapter 2
Time to Run
(Journal Entry from Donovan Jerrell’s Green Octavo Notebook. June 25, 2001)

My life more or less came to an end shortly after I stepped up to the plate in the
second inning of my first Little League baseball game.
The opposing pitcher put it this way when he saw me at school the next day: “you
just…stopped.”
His statement was accurate enough. I just stopped. But to get some sense of all that led
up to that point, we have to go back—as it so happens to my mother’s bedroom. No, not
that far back. By that age, I hardly ever went anywhere near it. But the full-length mirror
on the closet door in her bedroom was the only one of its kind in the house, and I wanted
to inspect my new uniform and try out several different batting stances.
As I crouched lower, I saw her with some difficulty lift her head off a heap of pillows:
“aren’t you going to comb your hair?”
“Honey, it’s a baseball game,” my father said, jingling his keys as he walked into the
room.
“And I’m wearing a cap,” I chimed in.
“Have it your way then, the both of you. And lock the door!”
In the car my father didn’t seem at all pleased to have been lumped together with
me—at least that’s the only way I could explain why he suddenly shouted something to
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the effect that if he saw me cast a fretful glance at the smattering of light grey clouds one
more time, I could damn well walk the rest of the way to the park.
Now, had he known that I was actually hoping for a rainout, what then?
You see, I saw no other way to avoid the moment of reckoning, which would reveal,
at the very least, that I was not good enough to keep my place in the starting line-up.
But once the game got underway, I began toying with the notion that I had sold
myself short, and that this disaster in the making had no reality whatsoever outside of my
head. And so, after giving it a couple of good hard shakes, I sprinted to centerfield for the
bottom half of the first inning.
No balls were hit my way, but something started to happen as I pounded the pocket of
my glove and eyed the batter, telling myself that this must be what it is all about, this
feeling of concentrated readiness which until then I had only known in greatly diminished
form, whenever I would, say, take a picture of one of the bears or big cats at the zoo. And
while I did feel as though I were aiming my camera at our pitcher and home plate, what
was completely new was this palpable sense of also standing before the lens—holding
my ground and staring down the fact that I would be the first one up in the top of the
second.
Now, it begins. Jogging back to the dugout after the third out, I thought everything
was as simple and serious as that.
By the time the pitcher went into his wind-up to deliver the first pitch, I had not the
slightest doubt I was about to get a big hit, and surely the only question that remained
29

after I smashed a line shot over the centerfielder’s head was whether the ball would clear
the fence.
Rounding the bag, I glanced at the first-base coach jumping up and down and
swinging his arm like a windmill, giving every indication that there was no telling how
far I could go.
Did I too ask that question just then?
Or some other question?
I don’t know.
All I remember is that suddenly I could see nothing but my shiny black cleats, holding
fast to an unmarked tract of dirt somewhere between first and second, unmoved by the
chorus of disembodied male voices converging upon me from all sides: Run! Run,
Donovan, Run! Why doesn’t he run?
How long the uproar lasted, how long I stood stock still in the base path, I can’t say.
I think I eventually tottered a bit back and forth for a few seconds until, at last, I heard
the call. Doubtless feeling a bit embarrassed and redundant but also greatly relieved that
order was about to be restored, the umpire discharged his duty: “Out!”
The emphatic tone jarred a bit with the hesitant, almost searching, tap of the glove
against my shoulder.
And who could have guessed anything of the pitcher’s suddenly soft expression? He
stood there for an extra moment as though he had just stepped aside to let me off
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an elevator and was now, with his glove, patiently preventing the doors from closing on
me.
“Out!”
Now I really was the center of attention, grinding my teeth to steady myself as I
jogged back to the dugout, my eyes fixed on the spot reserved for me at the far end of the
empty bench.
I may have thought that if just sat down and kept my head bowed long enough, then
someone, anyone—the team captain, Coach Bailey, Assistant Coach Chase, even my
father—would come up behind me and gently clasp my shoulder: “That was a really
good hit, son.”

31

Chapter 3
Taking Sides
(Journal Entry from Donovan Jewell’s Green Octavo Notebook. June 26, 2001)

I first had the premonition that my life would for all intents and purposes soon be over
halfway through a trip I took to Italy with my parents in the summer of 1979, while Neal
was attending a prestigious summer art camp in Santa Fe.
On the morning of the day in question, the three of us were seated outside a café in the
Palazzo dei Priori. While my mother looked over her notes and my father studied a city
map, I stared at a young woman who was by herself at a nearby table. Leaning forward
with her hands clasped around an empty mug, she seemed to be patiently waiting for her
next chance to wave off the fly that kept landing on the half-eaten pastry in front of her.
I felt something had to be done, but before I had a chance to come to her aid, my
mother announced that it was time for us to set out for the next church on her list.
Soon after entering a maze of narrow side streets, it occurred to me in passing that it
might not be so easy to find our way back in time to gather our luggage at the hotel and
catch the next train to Bologna.
My father must have been thinking along similar lines: peering around a brownish
yellow stucco building while my mother sketched one of the Biblical scenes—the
Sacrifice of Isaac, I believe—carved on the church door, I saw that instead of changing
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the film in his camera, as he told us he needed to do, he was anxiously running his finger
across the map he held in front of him against the alleyway wall.
After my father finished taking pictures of the bas relief from various angles under my
mother’s close supervision, we made a couple of uncertain turns that brought us onto a
particularly wide, long and desolate side street.
As soon as they began to argue, I fell back a little, snapping pictures with my little
instamatic every time I spotted a cat seeking shelter from the heat under one of the Fiat
Cinquecentos parked all along the curb.
For some reason it never occurred to me to take shots of people. Perhaps out of respect
for them. Or maybe there was an element of fear at play. Probably it was a bit of both. In
any event, I’m sure I was in no way tempted to take aim when a woman in a plain brown
frock with deep creases lining her face and forehead suddenly materialized in front of us.
Looking at each of us in turn, she pointed a long, thin loaf of bread down the street,
tapped it against my mother’s purse, and then jabbed the two swollen fingers she had
made into a “v” just below her widened eyes.
“She warned us to watch my purse,” my mother said, watching her disappear into a
dark alleyway before motioning my father and me to stand on either side of her
Thinking it crucial that I act natural as we approached the intersection, I kept my gaze
fixed upon the slight depressions in the smooth stone pavement until, somewhat startled
by the long shadow that suddenly stretched out in front of me, I looked up at a young
man of slight build with smooth skin and a black goatee.
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At once I was struck by the fact that no one spoke or moved. It was quite as though
the film had stopped, making those of us in the audience suddenly much more aware of
each passing second, and of course of ourselves, except that, in this case, we were both in
the audience and on the screen, you could say.
Well, whatever our roles might or should have been, in the next instant the youth
extended his hand toward my mother and then brought her purse down to his side in one
continuous fluid motion—at a stroke reminding me of the gondolier who paddled us
through the canals of Venice several days earlier. After a moment’s hesitation, my father
dropped his camera bag to the ground and took off after the man down the middle of the
street. And though a bit unnerved by his high-pitched cries for help that seemed to ring
out with his every footfall, I kept close behind, eagerly envisioning how I would at the
last second lunge toward the goateed man just as he hopped on the rear seat of the
waiting scooter—a perfectly executed dive that would knock both him and driver to the
ground and cause the purse to shoot upwards, before falling into my waiting hands as I
lay on the pavement.
Now I had this penchant at the time for dividing people and animals into opposing
camps and taking this or that side—not that doing so was ever of any consequence, but
that’s perhaps the reason I enjoyed the game so much.
In this instance, I allied myself—not with the thief, mind you, but with the bystanders,
none of whom I noticed until the scooter had driven off.
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And I knew this much: by standing and staring at us—not at all unkindly, I should
add—instead of rushing to our aid, they were wholly in the right, no matter how many
times my father turned and shouted at them as we trudged back to our starting point:
‘Nessuno ha fatto niente! Nessuono ha fatto niente!’6
He let out one more ‘nessuno’ before coming to an abrupt stop; leaning forward and
shading his eyes, he took a couple of hesitant steps and then broke into a dead sprint.
This time I could hardly keep up, weighed down for some reason by hearing him call
out my mother’s first name—the only time I have ever heard him do so, if I’m not
mistaken…
Once the two of us reached the station, we followed a clerk with some impatience into
the main room, where my mother was already comfortably seated, facing a plain-clothed
officer who was reclining in his chair with his feet on a metal desk. And I remember at
once thinking that her presence there was the most natural thing in the world, although
my father didn’t seem to take things that way: “Oh, honey! To think—we thought for
sure you’d been abduct—”
“‘Not…now,” she said, without so much as turning toward him, while I settled into
my usual occupation when accompanying them in public, which amounted to little more
than sulking over the fact that, as their youngest son, I was once again merely there along
for the ride, saddled with far too much and yet not nearly enough to think about, other
than the fact that I could not possibly claim my presence in the Perugia police station was

6

Nobody did anything.
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keeping me away from anything whatsoever—apart from racing up the narrow, winding
steps of another medieval tower, from whose peak I would quickly survey the defenseless
expanse below me before beginning my slow descent.
It eventually occurred to me to take out the little gold notebook my parents gave me
for my birthday. Why I persisted in carrying it around remained a bit of a mystery to me,
seeing how all I could ever manage to do after opening it was frown for what seemed like
hours on end at its first blank page. And the longer I looked at it, the more certain I
became that I had not a single thought I could call my own. But perhaps it was the
novelty of sitting in the police station that suddenly brought about something of a
breakthrough. Why, just imagine! Instead of forever turning myself inside out in search
of what wasn’t there, I could simply open my eyes and take things as they were, starting
with the green parrot in a cage stowed in a corner…and the motionless ceiling fan with
two broken blades directly above a wood desk cluttered with plastic fly swatters and
stacks of folders.
The fan in particular I gave a good once over, eventually attracting the attention of a
uniformed officer: “I’ll tell you little man,” he said in perfect English, slowly wiping his
forehead and neck with a cloth as he kneeled beside me, “a couple of new fans would do
us all a world’s more good than that machina assurda they just sent us from Milan.”7
Something told me he had good enough reason for calling the polygraph an absurd
machine—a point which his colleague, who at that moment swung his feet off the metal

7

Absurd machine
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desk, seemed quick to acknowledge, muttering, “Esattamente, Comelini! Ѐ pura pazzia,
quella machine della verita”.8
Watching him then put several polite questions to my mother, it suddenly hit me:
really, why should I merely record my observations, when nothing seemed to be stopping
me from reshaping them—and in just about any manner I saw fit? And so just like that, I
dashed off my first skit, which I reproduce below in an of course slightly embellished
form:

What were you doing at 11 a.m. this morning, signora?
We were trying to find our way back to the Hotel Eden.
How long did you say you have been staying there?
Three days now.
Was that not enough time for you to have learned how to get back?
He has a bad sense of direction.
What about you?
What about me?
How’s your sense of direction?
That’s not my department.
Your department?
That’s just what we like to call it.

8

Exactly…it’s absolute madness, that machine of truth.
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As you wish. But, if you please, I take it you are by now aware that the upper floor of
the Hotel Eden serves as a bordello?
Actually, we were starting to wonder about that yesterday evening while sitting in the
lobby before dinner, watching all these—
The wonder of it is you didn’t start to wonder sooner.
Now wait just a minute: we weren’t about to haul our bags to another hotel, even
supposing we could find one—and, as you just said, the Eden is not simply a brothel.
Do you always use that kind of language in front of your little boy?
I’ll speak in front of my son in whatever manner I please.
Of that I’m sure. But just one last question, signora: is it generally a common practice
for you to carry no documentation of any kind on your person when you are traveling in
a foreign country?
The actual interview was quite brief. Looking intently at my mother over the rim of
the glasses that had slipped down the bridge of his nose, the plain-clothed officer asked in
the gentlest of tones for a “descrizione.”
She straightened her back and slid to the edge of the wood chair, opening her eyes
after several seconds with an expression of radiant, almost tearful, recognition: “Lui
aveva gli ochi grandi—gli ochi molti grandi!”9
“Ochi grandi?” I asked my father in a confidential whisper.

9

He had big eyes—very big eyes.”
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Getting no reaction, I leaned closer to him and repeated ochi grandi, this time
apparently loud enough to make him clear his throat and swipe at the air.
I turned to the officer facing us for support, but he seemed not to have heard me—
though I’m pretty sure I saw him silently mouth “ochi molti grandi” as he slid his pen
slightly further down the page, having clearly left the space provided for ‘description’
completely blank.
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Chapter 4
Demonstration Needed

Donovan takes a sip of coffee from the plastic cup and then pushes it away, grimacing
as he reaches for the index cards on the cafeteria table.
Printed carefully on each line of the first card are the last names of the Surrealist and
Baroque artists he will present as his list of favorites. On the second card, in script
considerably less legible, appears an incomplete, color-coded outline for a ten-minute
lecture on Beauty and the Crucifixion. Scrawled on the final card are abbreviations for
the three items he plans to pick up at the grocery store, the only planned stop on the drive
home from his interview for a part-time teaching position at Chattanooga State
Community College.
Leaving his index cards face down on the table, he walks out of the cafeteria and
hesitates by the water fountain: the double doors of the classroom at the far end of the
brightly lit, linoleum hallway seem much further than the black wreath on the front door
of his house—his house, on Stillwood Drive.
Closer still is the Christmas wreath on that same front door that was held open for him
some twenty years ago when he returned from his very first interview at the
neighborhood diner: “Back already?” his father had asked, pressing the cordless phone
against his chest.
***
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“We’ve decided,” Neal told the attorney, glancing at Donovan as his wife zipped up
her handbag, “to let my brother have the house.”
Their business with the lawyer concluded, the three of them rode down the escalator,
passed through the revolving glass doors of the corporate complex and walked several
short blocks to the rental car by the curb, uttering not a single word and avoiding eye
contact until Megan looked up at Donovan from the edge of the passenger seat: “We’ll
be lucky to just make the flight.”
Donovan gently closed the door after she swung her spiked heels off the grate of the
gutter and then stood at attention with his hands clasped behind his back. Watching her
automated window roll up as the car pulled away, he realized she had arrived late for his
parents’ funeral the day before in that same low cut black pencil dress.
***
Donovan pushes open the double doors of the classroom as the clock strikes 10,
having avoided the customary stop in front of the bathroom mirror.
“Welcome to our campus,” the woman who identified herself on the phone as Dr.
Bowman says, flanked by two men she introduces as Professor Hundley and Mr.
Raulston. Though both continue to stare at the resume in front of them with their lowered
foreheads resting on their palms, the silence following Donovan’s weak “thank you”
seems to rouse Hundley, who springs up and leans across his student desk.
“Hello again,” he says with an outstretched hand and expectant grin. “We met last
Spring—at the Denver conference.”
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“Denver,” Donovan repeats, groping for a solid impression from his lone stopover in
that city on his way to a Telluride film festival many years ago. Gently releasing
Hundley’s hand, he readily accepts Bowman’s offers of coffee, water and the assistance
of a work study student who is then summoned to the room via intercom to manipulate
the audiovisual equipment for which his teaching demonstration has not the slightest use.
***
Donovan drags his bare feet through the parking lot with his shirt front completely
unbuttoned and a new shoe dangling from each hand.
That Bowman, Hundley and Raulston in particular could feign such interest in his
“most difficult moment in the classroom” had caught him slightly off guard.
“My most difficult moment,” Donovan muttered as he leaned further over the podium,
to all appearances untroubled by the increasing length of the silence in the classroom and
the fixity of Raulston’s stare.
“Well?”
That the question was directed forcefully at him, Donovan did not at once perceive,
so startled was he by a now scarcely recognizable Raulston, who after having nearly
knocked over his student desk when he jumped up, seized the glass paperweight atop the
metal filing cabinet behind him and, swinging back around, made as if to fire it at
Donovan’s head.
“Well?” he repeated in a still louder voice. “Would you like a demonstration?”
***
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Donovan slows his pace once he spots his car in the lot, calm enough now to adjust his
sights—to Bowman smiling faintly as he discussed the diminishing aesthetic and ethical
significance of such colloquial expressions as “beauty is only skin deep” and “beauty lies
in the eyes of the beholder”; to Raulston rolling his eyes when he concluded his lecture
by describing Andres Serrano’s photograph of a plastic crucifix submerged in a glass
container filled with urine; and to Hundley frowning while scratching the middle of the
document in front of him with the tip of his index finger after calling everyone’s attention
to the “sizable gap” in the applicant’s resume.
***
Donovan reaches inside his mouth for the wedge of apple too large for him to bite
and drops it on the serving tray by the sofa.
In the twenty-five odd years he has lived in the house, he has not once sat down on the
black leather chair in his mother’s upstairs den, or on the matching one in what used to be
Neal’s adjoining studio.
Childish and besides the point, he supposes, to think himself answerable to no one, as
he closes his eyes and sinks further into the sofa, trying to imagine what objects he will
see once he leans back in either of those black chairs…

In the dream he wakes up beside his father, who seems to be holding his eyes shut as
tightly as he can to block out his wife’s piercing voice: “Oh, lord! Byron, come look at
this.”
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At the most abrasive “oh, lord!” yet, his father rips the sheets and blankets off the bed
and rushes out of the room, pointedly ignoring his youngest son’s manikin-like lower
body.
He shoves his wife aside and falls to his knees inside the front hall closet before
flinging over his shoulder in rapid succession stained sheets, spiked heels, stuffed rabbits,
broken chairs, tattered photo albums, plastic crucifixes, bulging sacks of terracotta clay,
rolling pins, carving knives, thick law books, black wreaths, and, finally, the mangled,
crushed remnants of his Volvo’s front hood.
He backs out of the closet in a black tie, hiding something in his gloved hand:
“Looking for this, Martha?” he asks his wife, who is nowhere in sight, though her “oh
lord” echoes faintly.
“Looking for this?” he says again, reentering the bedroom and shaking his fist at
Donovan as though he were about to throw a pair of dice. “You think you know why I
always wore a tie to class?”
Donovan nods.
“Then think again! I wore it because it made me feel better! But you wouldn’t know
too much about that,” he says, lowering his voice to a harsh whisper, “would you now,
would you now?”
In no mood to argue, Donovan pulls the blanket back over him, folding and unfolding
the frayed edge just below his chin.
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The blanket is quite warm, and a good night’s sleep might finally be at hand if he can
only figure out why each time he reaches up to pull the long chain hanging above him,
the click becomes louder, the light brighter.

Donovan clutches the wood banister as he climbs the staircase and then walks down
the hallway, feeling for the light switch on the wall.
Turning into his mother’s den, he draws the curtain and leans back in the leather chair
by the window.
Arrayed on top of the dresser below the diamond-shaped mirror on the opposite side
of the room are the three miniature clay sculptures Neal apparently forgot to stuff in the
garbage bag he tossed overboard during his most recent casino cruise.
“If you must have it,” Neal said, affecting a thick British accent toward the end of
Easter dinner last month, “I’ll tell you why the so-called retrospective exhibition was
really cancelled. The entirety of my life’s work, as you insist upon calling it, mother, met
with like a terrible accident, I do believe somewhere off the Cayman Islands.”
The ensuing storm finally started to diminish shortly before the taxi arrived the
following morning to take Neal and Megan back to Dallas.
“All those things I told you last night—you know I didn’t mean any of them,” Martha
said to Neal as he tucked in his shirt by the front door while Donovan adjusted his grip on
Megan’s garment bag.
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At liberty to say nothing, Donovan began to review some of those things his mother
had said, starting with her claim that Neal was ruining his life and hers, and apparently
out of nothing more than spite, or out of some twisted sense of loyalty to Megan, thanks
to whom he was fast becoming the person he was never meant to be. It was a gift he had!
Could he not understand that? And it just so happens that the gift he spurns and mocks is
one that countless others would die for, that Donovan would die for. And, yes, she’ll have
him know she too once thought she had the artistic gift, and so she knows what she’s
talking about, she knows something of what’s in store for him, of what he will realize
when it’s far too late—long after he has become a corporate lawyer through and through,
or a caricature of one come to life, if you can call that a life. Oh, she knows there are
plenty who do, and many for good reason, but he is not one of them. Nor will he ever be.
Donovan pushes the chair back against the wall and walks toward the dresser:
unshakable till the end was his parents’ belief that within any one of these last remaining
relics the real Neal continued to lie dormant, capable at any moment of rising up and
breaking through, of then deposing without fanfare the impostor recently named senior
partner at Rehnquist and Jacobson who never fails to treat the knowledge that the survival
of the family line depends upon him and him alone with the most contemptuous
disregard.
Keeping his eyes away from the mirror, Donovan picks up what is still his favorite.
“It’s just beautiful,” he hears his mother say years ago, along with Neal’s nearly
simultaneous grunt.
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Whether the two-headed rabbit emerging out of the overturned crown is stuck or lying
in wait, Donovan could never decide. It would in any case make a good paperweight,
should anyone now ask for a demonstration of just what it is like when everything that is
normally at rest begins to stir inside the ever-widening gap.
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Chapter 5
Here is Rose

“I’m not sure if I’m early or late.”
An apt opening line, that, and all the more so for being disingenuous, since it took
some doing, I’m sure, to arrive no more than fifteen minutes early—not counting, of
course, the time you spent in the parking lot, sifting through your glove box for
something to sift through.
The hair salon receptionist places her paperback face down on the desk. “And you
are—?”
“Donovan Jewell,” you answer a bit too loudly, straining to read the upside down
glossy cover. “I have an appointment with—sorry, I can’t remember her name.”
No?
“Donovan—you have an appointment today with Rose. She’s almost done. Please.
Take a seat.”
The sofa indicated you regard doubtfully—if not incredulously.
“Which color do you want next?” the man occupying nearly half of it calls out as he
knots the end of a brown balloon.
The girl seated in Rose’s chair shouts at once: “Yellow.”
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You wait for the receptionist to have done with smiling at the girl and then catch her
eye: slowly backing toward the door, you tap your finger several times against your chest
and point to the lot outside the storefront window.
Within minutes you’re back, fanning your face with an envelope as you lean over her
desk. “Do you have a restroom?” you ask in a whisper.
You pass the sinks lined up against the exposed brick wall and then hesitate just
outside the open door in the small hallway.
The owner of the salon carefully places a wax candle figurine on a shelf between two
porcelain dolls before spotting you in the mirror. “You want in? I was just adding to our
owl collection.”
“It’s a nice one,” you say, your tone authoritative.
“Thank you.”
Yes, yes. It is rather tempting to think it more than a coincidence that you caught a
glimpse of an owl not two hours earlier while standing in line to drop off your Adoption
Application Form at the vet clinic.
“What do you have in there, young man?” the veterinarian asked the boy lightly
drumming his short little fingers on opposite sides of the cardboard box.
“Let her have it, son,” the man said, inching closer to the veterinarian and then
lowering his voice. “Jeffrey here found a baby owl by the side of the road.”
And if that wasn’t enough, the letter you are now crumpling in your hand was sent to
you by an organization that indeed has OWL as its acronym: “The Office for Work and
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Learning is an international non-governmental organization devoted to helping
individuals overcome certain barriers to employment and reach their vocational goals.
Our goal is to work toward bringing down those barriers, throughout the world.”
Your goal, however, is to stay right where you are, working little and learning less in
that private world of yours which rotates, barriers and all, on an altogether different axis.
***
Seated in Rose’s chair at last, you gaze into the mirror as she puts away her cell
phone with a shake of the head: “I knew I shouldn’t have put my private number on my
card,” she says, meeting your stare. “What do you want to have done today?”
Averting your eyes from the glass, you turn toward her and hold up your hands as
though awaiting the cue to clash two cymbals.
“Just a shaping?”
You nod quickly and then follow her to one of the sinks, taking your first good look
at the black and white checkered apron skirt that billows out from her waist.
The warmth of the water and the feel of her fingers digging into your scalp seem to
take you to some distant place—
She asks in a louder voice, “Where did you say you were from?”
“Chattanooga.”
“Did you like living there?”
What to do with that one?
“More or less.”
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Best leave it at that for now, there being no short and simple way to explain why you
still hope to return there one day, in order to begin undoing all that you have let others do
unto you.
In the meantime, there’s some laughter yet to be had.
“Don’t you want me to dry it a little?” Rose asks with an expression of honest
confusion and concern, the poor thing, after you recoil from the blow dryer.
“No, no,” you assure her, getting tangled up in an explanation of what you imagine
such sustained, direct exposure to the heat would do to your graying hair’s body and
bounce.
“O.K, but it’s awfully cold out there.”
“You mean, it could freeze and—break off?”
She rams the blow dryer back into its holster underneath the mirror. “That’s right!
Wait, I was reading 1984 before work—‘Here comes a candle to light you to bed, here
comes a chopper to chop off your head!’”
“Your—my head…no, I meant, my hair.”
“Yes.”
“But what’s it matter? Head or hair, it shouldn’t hurt much either way!”
“Nope. Not a bit.”
Grabbing the scissors off her tray, she spins halfway around and cuts the string to the
yellow balloon that the girl gave her as a gift.
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“Well, I guess that’s that,” she says, watching it float up to the dark wood beam
ceiling.
You are confused by her announcement until you realize with a start that you are still
sitting in her chair, and quite comfortably, it appears, oblivious to the woman poised on
the edge of the small sofa with a towel wrapped around her head.
You remember that woman don’t you?
“You all take walk-ins?” she shouted, poking her head into the store as Rose fastened
the grey smock around your neck.
The receptionist lunged for her charcoal sketch of you that a blast of frigid air blew
across the desk: “Yes, yes, but please close the door.”
“Thank heavens. Minerva’s never takes walk-ins.”
You perked up at this mention of Minerva’s: “I’ve been there,” you told Rose, all
grave and intimate. “I really can’t stand it, with that heavy odor of incense…and all those
blaring TV’s—”
“God, I’m glad we don’t have one in here. I’d never get any heads done…Ever since
mine broke, I can’t seem to stop watching, whenever I’m out or at a friend’s.”
“I don’t have a TV at home either,” you said stiffly. “But I do like going to fil—
movies.”
“I’d love to go to more movies, but without a TV, I never know what’s playing.”

52

You didn’t quite see the connection, but decided to let that pass—though her words
are very much still with you when you bend down to sign the credit receipt, giving
careful attention to each and every cursive letter.
“What are you going to do for the rest of the day?”
Hers is a simple enough question, don’t you think? Nonetheless, you are quick to
deflect it, with what I take to be an attempt at one final joke: “Well, they have an indoor
ice rink on the Square now.”
For reasons peculiar to yourself, you have on more than one recent occasion turned on
your barstool and likened the skaters gliding across the ice to mannequins and carcasses
strung up from a conveyor belt that soundlessly carries them round and around a smooth,
hollow track.
Rose shoves in the cash register drawer and hands over her card. “Maybe I’ll see you
there.”
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Chapter 6
Donovan and Theodore
I

Donovan gazed at the blank white screen in front of him while Theodore manipulated
the wires and cables behind the television.
“There! We’ve got a picture. Now why couldn’t I have figured that out?”
Theodore stepped in front of the set as the opening credits to The Seventh Seal
appeared. “Because you didn’t try?”
“That’s unkind, Theodore.”
“It surely wasn’t meant to be.”
“Was any of this?”
“I see this film might be just the thing. Regrettably, the subtitles do quite a number on
the Swedish. But they’ll have to do—at least for your first viewing.”
Theodore crossed the room and opened the front hallway closet. “Are you here?” he
asked, reaching for the rotary phone atop a stack of wood crates.
“Not for anyone,” Donovan said, at once riveted by the storm clouds…and then the
hawk—hovering…over the rocky shoreline.
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II

“Faith is a torment, did you know that? It is like loving someone who is out there in
the darkness but never appears, no matter how loudly you call.”
“I don’t understand what you mean.”
“Everything I’ve said seems meaningless and unreal while I sit here in your company.
How unimportant it all suddenly becomes.”
“Now you don’t look so solemn.”
“I shall remember this moment. The silence, the twilight, the bowls of strawberries
and milk, your faces in the evening light...”

III

“What is it?” Theodore asked, tightening the belt of his robe as he entered the living
room.
Donovan draped a swatch of olive green fabric over the television: “I fell asleep—
maybe halfway through it.”
“That’s not why you summoned me, of course.”
“No. I just wanted—have you seen my black dream book?”
“I don’t know that I have. Did you check the bedroom? Maybe you left it with the
blue one.”
“That’s why I called out. Anyway, now it’s too late.”
“For what?”
Donovan dropped onto the gray velvet sofa: “For the dream. I’m afraid I’ve forgotten
it already.”
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Theodore took a few steps toward the window and drew open the curtain, frowning at
their neighbor briskly walking her terrier along the sidewalk. He turned to Donovan with
a softened expression: “I think the time has come for a change of scene.”
“I can see why you’d say that. But I’m not so sure running away is any kind of
solution.”
“No one said anything about running away. Think of this more as a casting off, in
order to begin anew.”
“Have things really gotten that…stale?”
“You’ve simply lost focus. Not to put too fine a point on it, but the last couple of
weddings you’ve shot—well, let’s just say that they don’t reflect your best work. How
about it? What do you say to…a short excursion?”
“An excursion! I rather like the sound of that.”
“You see? Now stand up and let’s say it together. We’re going on an excursion!”
“We—?”
“That is, I was using the royal we, on your behalf.”
“It’s hardly a question of not wanting your company.”
“Oh, I know, Donovan. I know.”
Theodore took his chainless pocket watch off the top of the spinet piano: “I must say
I’m encouraged and, if you’ll allow, even a little gratified, that you agreed to go without
knowing the destination. But, come! The bus departs in less than an hour.”
“For…”
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“The Atlantic.”
“The ocean!”
“A little coastal town on the tip of the Cape, strongly recommended to me not two
days ago. You’ll arrive well before dusk and, catching the last bus back, be home no later
than 11.”
“Will there be…wet sand, along the shoreline, Theodore?”
“A long, wide strip of the softest sand awaits you. But remember. Make your
approach slowly, preferably by way of the gently winding path banked with
wildflowers.”
“What should I take along?”
“Bring nothing! The better to return a new man.”
They shared a quiet laugh.
“I would like to have my rucksack, though.”
“That and nothing else then. Do not bring your camera…or your red day book.”
“And you? What will you do in the interim?”
“I? Well, did I tell you Joshua and Sandra got into that juried exhibition in Wellfleet?”
“Won’t it still be up for a while yet?”
“Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind.”
“Nothing—except that, our apartment is small enough as it is, and…really, I can’t
bear the sight of these white walls any longer.”
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“We are creatures, and often captives, of our environment.” Theodore thrust his hands
into the pockets of his robe and scanned the room. “Consider it done. Now that they’re all
matted and framed, these prints really ought to be hung.”
Donovan glanced out the window at the delivery truck idling in front of their duplex:
“Are we expecting something?”

IV

Summary of First Three Sections

Donovan stares at a blank screen
Theodore makes the necessary adjustments
Donovan riveted by the opening shots of The Seventh Seal (his “first viewing”)
Donovan falls asleep about halfway through the film
Donovan awakes from a dream
Donovan’s color-coded dream books
The neighbor’s terrier
Theodore’s proposition
Donovan expresses some misgiving
Donovan relents and assents
The delivery truck
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V

Donovan turned to Theodore as the long line of passengers in the bus station began to
inch forward. “I’ve no idea how or why, but it’s all come back to me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“This afternoon’s dream.”
“Ah.”
“Look—if you’d just jot down some of it…I’m sure I’ll be able to fill in the rest
later.”
Theodore carefully removed the slim brown notebook from his vest pocket and
thumbed through several pages: “Ready,” he said, holding it close to his face.
“I’ll just dive right in.”
“We haven’t much time.”
Donovan lowered his voice: “This woman in a black robe was slowly walking back
and forth in front of a shimmering swimming pool—somehow I knew she was Swedish,
although it was hard to make out any of her features in the darkened theatre, especially
from way up in the opera box, where I was sitting with my mother, who I knew was
looking at me the whole time, as though I were the one on stage, but I hardly minded,
given the way the Swede was singing. And God, Theodore, what a voice! A rich mezzosoprano, made richer I think by the fact that I couldn’t understand a word of it. But let
that alone. Instead of a painted backdrop, they had a screen set up…no, I think it was an
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open window, and on it, I mean through it, we could see—why, it must have been the
ocean!”
Theodore let out a long, low whistle.
“Swimming to the right, across the horizon, was a beautiful giraffe, leaning forward,
as I guess giraffes always do, while a little further out, and going the opposite way, a
woman was gliding across the surface of the water, lying on her side and propped on her
elbow, with knees slightly bent. She was moving yet motionless, and beautiful in her own
right—what are you doing?”
“What do you think? I’m sketching…”
“But you’ve got her backwards—just make an arrow….there, that’s good enough.”
“Good enough? I must say—”
“O.k., this is the crucial part: I sensed a major turning point, which no one else in the
theater could possibly have been anticipating, would come as soon as the two of them
appeared to become as one for a moment, like two passing ships. Problem was, just as
they were approaching one another, the dream started to break apart; and so of course it
ended too soon, which was bad enough, but…well, then I think I really did lose it when I
woke up, growing nearly frantic after I knocked the bottle off the coffee table, certain that
the wine would drench my black notebook and blot out its very best pages. And whatever
relief I felt when I saw it wasn’t in its proper place gave way at once to a worse panic.
That’s when I called out, with the whole dream fast becoming a blur, if that…I’m sure
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you were able to hear it in my voice, how I felt like I had let everything get out of control,
just completely out of control—”
“All aboard!” the driver shouted.
Donovan turned around and apologized.
“Not a problem,” the driver said, taking Donovan’s ticket. “It’s been a good while
since I’ve had a chance to say that.”
Returning Donovan’s salute, Theodore slowly slid his notebook back into his vest and
pulled out his pocket watch as the bus lurched onto a short side-street.
After considering the dial for several moments, he walked briskly to the ticket counter
inside the station.

VI

Summary of Previous Section
Donovan’s recollection
Theodore records Donovan’s dream
The mother with eyes only for her son
The Swede in the black robe
The shimmering swimming pool in the darkened theater
A window opens to the ocean
Theodore whistles
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The beautiful giraffe and the beautiful woman get too close
Theodore’s protest goes unnoticed
Having done with the dream, Donovan recounts his impressions upon awaking from it
The bus driver intervenes
Donovan boards the bus
Theodore takes stock
A change in plans

VII

“Malaysia,” Donovan repeated, struck at once by his complete lack of interest in
learning anything at all about that country.
“At an American college of nursing,” the woman seated next to him on the bus said
through a yawn.
“You teach?”
“I’m an admissions officer.”
“How fortuitous!”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I’m sorry. I was attempting to make light of my current situation.”
“I don’t understand.”
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“I don’t know why I did it either—it’s really not at all that funny. It’s just—I’m no
longer working full time…nor am I actively seeking to do so any time soon. Include me
rather among those who have become too disheartened to put themselves through
everything that the job search entails.
“It was not always this way, of course. Indeed, conditions could not have been more
different less than six months ago. Yes, as recently as last November, had we found
ourselves conversing like this on the bus, simply two human beings, speaking frankly to
one another, I should have had the pleasure of regaling you with a success story.
Theodore and I were at the time—
“What? Yes, Theodore—my dear friend and colleague. Of course, you wouldn’t know
him by name, I mean, you wouldn’t know him at all, though you would scarcely forget
him were you ever fortunate enough to make his acquaintance.
“At any rate, as of last November, there could have been little doubt that we had
finally come into our own. That is to say, Theodore and I had not only hit upon
something but also carried it through—all the way down the line, and quite effortlessly,
or so it very much seemed at the time. The wonder of it was we had not thought of
founding a Tutoring Service for newly affluent New Englanders earlier, given our knack
for identifying latent feelings of generalized discontent—harbored in this case by parents
who sensed that something was terribly amiss with the state of private education.
“The details of our manifesto, which called first and foremost for a revival of the Art
of Close Reading, needn’t detain us here, though the mere mention of that document, and
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all that went into its collaborative production, a 9-month honest-to-goodness labor of
love, never fails to remind me of days that I’d have to call the happiest of our lives, taken
up as they were with the creation of a course catalogue whose offerings were then
judiciously divvied up between us, Theodore taking the performing and culinary arts,
Science and Math, German, Arabic, the Scandinavian languages, Zoology, the stringed
instruments, the racket sports, Western Philosophy, The History of the Psychoanalytic
movement, Theology and Film Studies while I threw myself with renewed energy into
photography and the Romance languages.
“And how students and parents alike adored us! One family in particular, the Adcocks,
evidently thought nothing of taking us along on a two-week end of summer tour of
Europe, in order, we can only suppose, to have us on hand to further enrich the
experience for Joshua and Sandra, their exceptionally gifted son and daughter.
“It would hardly have been an exaggeration to say that we were becoming a sensation
and, though I knew it couldn’t last forever, I never dreamt how abruptly and completely it
would all come crashing down, the single and sole result of an unspeakable
misunderstanding.”
“Well, this is my stop. Good luck,” the admissions officer said, taking her bag from
the overhead rack.
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VIII

Summary of Previous Section
Talk of Malaysia
Donovan tells the admission officer Theodore is his “dear friend and colleague”
Donovan’s use of the first-person plural to describe his “happiest days”
An “unspeakable misunderstanding”
The admission officer disembarks

IX

Theodore was dreaming. He couldn’t place the woman in horn-rimmed glasses who
was addressing a small crowd seated underneath several rows of sun umbrellas in a wide
meadow. “Forget what you know about 4-leaf clovers,” she said, twirling the stem
between her fingers. Ignoring a rude question from the crowd, she turned around and
walked toward the woods, looking over her shoulder now and again whenever she
thought of something else to say about the leaf. “Hope…faith…love…luck? No. Four
times no. It’s all about power…having power over men. All I have to do is shake this
little leaf and they’ll do my bidding…”
Theodore wasn’t so sure, even though he was openly staring at the sway of her skirt as
he followed her. And why should he have to apologize for that, he wanted to ask. But by
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now she was well out of earshot: looking up at the giant head of a bison sticking out from
a thick cluster of trees directly above her, she appeared defiant, taunting it with the
clover. The bison remained strangely unresponsive before slowly lowering its head and
opening its crocodile-like jaws…
The man seated by the window began to speak the instant Theodore opened his eyes:
“I don’t know what it is, but I never can sleep when I’m on the road. Sandra, my wife,
she’s like you. In fact, that’s why she can’t drive anymore. And thank God there’s not a
lot more that she can’t do, after she nodded off behind the wheel a few weeks back.”
“But she’s alright?”
“She’s at this Sleep Center for the weekend. I sure hope whatever it is they do there
works. All I know is I haven’t been able to sleep myself, alone in the house without
Sandra for the first time in I don’t know how long. That’s why I thought I’d meet my
brother in Truro, before heading with him to upstate New York, where they’re having this
May Day celebration, one of the few in the country, or maybe even the only one, he tells
me.”
“A May Day celebration!”
“Their third running. I can’t make any promises, if you’re interested, but everyone’s
welcome. And Troy is a pretty nice old city, with a couple of good bars to watch the
Derby in, though I don’t think that’s going to be officially part of the program.”
“Probably not, probably not.”
“And yourself?”
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“Yes?”
“Where is this bus taking you?”
“To a beach town a little past Truro. I felt like I needed…some ocean air.”
“I hear you. But, you know, seems like these days I can’t complain to anyone about
needing to take a break without them saying ‘at least you have a job.’”
“At least you have a job.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I’m not, but that’s o.k. We’ve got a fair amount of savings, and I can’t say I’m really
in much of a hurry to start in again.”
“You know, that’s what I told my brother I didn’t get. He says they’ll be celebrating
work—”
“Well, it’s not so much that they’re—ah, there was a time when I thought I’d never
want to take another day off.”
“Were you a minister?”
“Excuse me?”
“Now, I don’t mean anything by that. It’s just—looking at your old book with the
vines or whatnot on the spine, I thought it was the book.”
“Oh, this.” Theodore took the brown notebook off his lap and put it back in his vest
pocket. “That’s something that I use to—it’s just a…log book.”
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“I really wasn’t thinking. I don’t suppose preachers, at any rate, would be out of a job
these days. Maybe with my son promising us he’s going to seminary as soon as his tour is
over, I’m seeing churchmen everywhere.”
“Well, I did use to teach the philosophy of religion.”
“That wouldn’t be the same as preaching?”
“Yes and no. It can be, I suppose. I left it up for our students to decide.”
“Sandra, my wife, is a teacher too. Or she was, before taking a year’s leave of absence.
But she really wants to get back into the classroom, especially now that they’re giving her
the fifth grade, instead of the first. What grade did you have?”
“It was—we taught all ages, and saw no compelling reason to keep the older pupils
apart from the younger—which was another thing they held against us.”
“The School Board?”
“Not exactly. It’s a long, ugly story that ended near Christmas—Christ, it seems
longer than that…But, in any case, not nearly enough time has passed for me to start
talking about it.”
“I understand, I understand. Some things are best kept inside. Sandra won’t say word
one about the sleep center to any of our friends.”
“If only we had that luxury.”
“How’s that?”
“I mean, we were forced to speak out, to defend ourselves—not before the public at
large, thankfully, since of course none of the parents wanted any publicity, though, come
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to think of it, we should have pressed precisely for that, for a formal hearing…But it was
hard to think clearly at the time, and—well, really, I’m afraid I can’t go on.”
“I understand, I understand,” the man said, handing him a section of his newspaper.
Theodore folded it and pushed back his seat: “Mud Footprints Help Madison Cops
Arrest Youths…”
Theodore was dreaming. The crows perched on the bare branches of the massive tree
seemed completely at ease. But the terriers scampering across the brightly colored leaves
seemed maddened by fear—though he knew they were safe from an unspoken
danger…while he remained utterly defenseless against it…no matter how much he
wanted to believe that by closing his eyes, he could make himself disappear…
The seat next to him was empty when Theodore awoke.

X

Summary of Previous Section
The woman twirling the 4-leaf clover
The bison with crocodile-like jaws
May Day in Troy
Theodore mistaken for a minister
Theodore simply cannot go on with his long, ugly story
A newspaper headline helps put Theodore to sleep
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A dream of terriers maddened by fear
Theodore dreams of wanting to believe in the impossible
Theodore awakens to an empty seat.

XI

Donovan found a path to the ocean without incident—though he was quite certain it
wasn’t the path, as there were no wildflowers or growth of any kind along either side of
the level concrete walkway.
The beach appeared empty, save for a man and a boy kneeling on a large red towel the
size of a sheet, busying themselves about their inflatable raft. “Good afternoon,”
Donovan said without slowing down.
“Hi!” the boy said. “What’s in your bag?”
“Nothing yet,” he shouted over his shoulder, pleasantly aware of his own good-natured
tone, and quite comfortable hearing himself utter such nonsense, although in the ensuing
silence this uncommon feeling of comfort began to dissipate, marring his first impression
of the woman who stopped to push her wet black hair out of her eyes before wading
toward the beach, trailing her fingertips in the foamy water.
Standing stock still, he felt, without his camera, as though he weren’t really all there,
and that she wouldn’t be able to see him, were she to look his way, which she soon
enough did, but not before he had dropped to one knee and taken in hand a dark green sea
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stone, the first of many he then gathered, and in plain view of the woman, who evidently
thought nothing of bending down every couple of paces to pick up a stone or two of her
own.
“That’s a nice one you have there,” she said once their paths finally converged.
He looked down at the black oval stone resting in his palm: “It seems to be one of a
kind,” he said, sliding the bag from his shoulder.
Her name is Aurelia.

XII

Summary of Previous Section
By the wrong path, Donovan arrives at his destination
The inflatable raft and the curious boy
Donovan’s first impression of the Woman
Donovan stands and stares at the Woman, without his camera
Donovan takes in hand a dark green sea stone
Donovan gathers more stones—and in plain view of the Woman
The Woman also not averse to gathering stones
Two paths converge
All eyes on the black oval stone
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XIII

Donovan felt like he was dreaming, though never quite like he had before. And so
why think of it as a dream? In fact, what could be more real than the clumps of wet sand
coating his feet, or the premonition that Aurelia’s face would be close enough for him to
feel her breath as soon as the sinking sun touched the sea?
Only like this were humans meant to live with one another, strolling down the
shoreline at high tide and wholly deaf to that tireless voice which warns them never to
say what they truly mean unless they find themselves caught up in a dream.
Effortlessly, unhurriedly, they spoke at some length about almost every stone in his
bag, and Donovan was positively thrilled that it was Aurelia who first marveled at how
each one appeared even more beautiful when seen with all the rest.
Pulling the green jersey she had tied around her waist over her one-piece black
swimsuit, Aurelia said the stones for some reason reminded her of her childhood
collection of porcelain and glass animals, which grew every time she and her mother
entered the gift shop at the tail end of their weekly visit to see the penguins and the bird
house in the National Zoo.
Alone in the living room almost every night during the final months of the Vietnam
war, she would invariably turn from the television and gaze upon the scores of animals
lined up in a long row behind her father’s photograph on the wood mantelpiece, the
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flames from the fireplace below giving to each one a glow that made it easy for her to
imagine they were all singing her a song whose every word rang absolutely true.
After falling asleep, she would often meet the animals again, only this time they
would not only sing but also talk to her and amongst themselves of lessons learned,
hardships endured and joys deferred, stories so vivid and unlike any other she had ever
heard that she finally realized that she owed it to her widowed mother if not to herself to
preserve each dream…
At the mention of her dream journals, Donovan wanted nothing more than to grab her
by the waist and lift her as high as the dark clouds in the orange streaked sky. Instead, he
tapped her lightly on the shoulder and, after another hard swallow, announced that he too
had a modest collection of such journals.
They then nearly tripped over each other in their rush to applaud his inspired notion
that the dream books and the sea stones belonged together in a joint exhibition for which
no wall text would be necessary, no matter how strenuously the curators would insist
upon having one. But, good God, what were they saying? They would be more than
content to keep their joint collections a private affair, which is not to say they would
make a great secret out of anything.
She suddenly cut in front of him: Donovan, she asked, calling him by name for the
first time and slowly walking backwards, does it sometimes happen that, in the middle of
recording the latest dream, you suddenly lose the thread and stop to ask yourself straight
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out if this is after all what you should be doing first thing in the morning, often for hours
on end?
He admitted to tormenting himself at times with precisely that question.
But when all was said and done, she hastened to add, objections such as these hardly
carried any weight. For only by diligently transcribing her dreams could she really see
more than two feet in front of her throughout the day. She went still further: only by
keeping faith did she even want to take a good look at everything around her.
Donovan listened carefully as they drifted away from the water near the end of the
shoreline, with the greatest difficulty making no mention of how frightfully happy he
was, a scarcely recognizable sensation that nonetheless made it impossible to imagine
feeling otherwise, at least up to a point, a point he then seemed to cross when they
reached a row of sand dunes, out of whose shadows one man after another either emerged
or disappeared—and more than a few did both, coming out and then with a sudden aboutface quickly turning back.
“What’s going on here, anyway,” Donovan asked Aurelia in a whisper, having just
exchanged glances with a bare-chested youth in baggy, zebra shorts.
“You really don’t know?”
The rest of what she said he caught in snatches, as though from a passing crowd, on a
guided tour of Provincetown—something about the Gay Village…the Theater companies
to which she was somehow connected…and a Portuguese restaurant…a place she goes to
often…ever since her sister Grace married Tadeu.
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“I’m not gay,” Donovan said—flatly, and more quietly than she had just said, “Grace
married Tadeu,” but not so quietly as to make his assertion inaudible, no matter how
much he wanted believe, as they walked silently up the winding path banked with
wildflowers, that she had not heard him.

XIV

Summary of Previous Section
The beautiful sea stones
Aurelia’ dream of the animals who sing
Donovan swallows hard—at least twice
Aurelia takes back a terrible question
The sand dunes
Aurelia and Donovan have company
The bare-chested youth
Donovan’s palpable confusion
Aurelia’s apparent surprise
Aurelia’s explanation…as though heard from afar
Donovan’s abrupt announcement
They walk in silence
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XV

Having reached the end of the path, Donovan and Aurelia lightly shook hands and
parted, she turning right onto Commercial Street, and he turning left, where he was soon
assaulted by the lights and sounds swirling about the storefront windows that displayed
shining junk of every conceivable model and make. He took in practically none of it, his
gaze seldom straying from the cobblestone street that bore him to the empty rusted bench
at the bus stop.
Noting on the printed schedule that two hours remained before the next bus departed,
he made his way back to the beach, eventually coming to a stop beside the deflated float
the man and boy must have left behind.
After regarding the float for some minutes, he unfastened the strap of his rucksack and
slowly poured out the stones in a rough circle around the flattened raft.
Stretched out on his back with the empty bag folded up under his head, he soon grew
restless; not wanting to close his eyes, and yet unable to endure the sight of the stars in
the clearing night sky, he rolled over and pressed his face into the surprisingly soft
canvas.
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XVI

Summary of Previous Section
Aurelia departs
The shining junk on Commercial Street
Donovan comes too soon
The deflated float
The circle of stones
The unendurable stars in the clearing night sky
Donovan rolls over

XVII

Donovan was dreaming. Stooped so low that he might just as well crawl, he fell to all
fours, the small flashlight attached to his wrist casting an unsteady beam of light across
the blackened sand directly in front of him. When he saw at last the ruby red stone he had
been looking for all along, he reached out and put it in his mouth—its faintly familiar
taste suddenly reminding him that, far from shore, Aurelia was floating on her back under
the light of the clear night sky, savoring how each star looked exactly like all the rest,
even when it seemed to move slightly, as she held open first only her right eye, and then
only her left. No, he could not deny that she seemed happy, but nor could he rule out the
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possibility that she wanted something more. Certain that he would discover what that
something more was before the ruby red stone completely dissolved, he paddled hard
with one hand toward the horizon, his progress made difficult by his bulky life vest and
the thick fog spreading over the ocean. Finally at Aurelia’s side by the aid of a sudden
wind, he spat the last remnant of the stone, which now looked more like a tooth, onto her
stomach…watching it sink into her flesh, without breaking her skin…slowly pushing her
down under the water…
Somewhat calmed by the sound of his footfalls on the level, concrete path leading
away from the beach, Donovan felt still more at ease as soon as he spotted a silhouetted
figure seated on the rusted bench at the bus stop…although, as he drew nearer, the figure
began to take on an oddly suggestive shape—
“Listen to this,” Theodore said, looking up from the book held on his knees once
Donovan had come to an abrupt halt a few feet in front of him. “This from the curator’s
notes to the exhibit of Jett Oakes’ works—a name I trust you will recall: ‘The completion
of one of Oakes’ legendary, frenzied portraits would be announced by the sounding of an
alarm that had been set exactly thirty minutes earlier, marking the end of what could be
described as a struggle, whether the artist and/or her subject had consciously viewed it
that way or not. That is to say, to what degree was the sitter able to control the image that
was produced? Did the subject’s resistance to being accurately portrayed turn out to be
the portrait’s most striking feature?’
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“We’ll discuss some of your wedding photos in a moment, but what I want you to
consider first is the following: ought not a comparable struggle take place between an
author and his fictional characters? You’ll notice I just said ‘ought’. Well, that was quite
deliberate—”
“Theodore?”
“Yes, Donovan?”
“Can we both step out of character for a moment?”
“Can we? I wonder.”
“What are you doing here?”
“You don’t seem all that pleased to see me.”
“I thought we were—of course I am. In fact, thank God you’re here.”
“Things didn’t turn out quite as we hoped? As for myself, I was looking forward to
finally having all the prints up, especially when I thought about how much I would relish
answering every single yap or whine from the terrier with a mighty hammer blow. But
then I realized almost as soon as your bus rolled out of the lot that I had loaned the stud
finder to Bradley, who as you know is not due back for at least another week. And then,
suddenly feeling sorry for all the framed and matted photos gathering dust along the
baseboards, I got it in my head that it would be nice, as soon as they’re all up, to have at
least one by Joshua and Sandra as well. Well, to make a long story short, I decided to
take a bus after all to that Exhibition in Wellfleet, and try out this new Korean place in
the bargain. Of course it only hit me once I was well on my way how obscene it was for
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me to have to slink over to the exhibit after staying away from the opening in order to
spare anyone who knew us any unpleasantness. The thought of having had to avoid such
people two weeks ago, especially those who only knew of us, was all of a sudden really
too much to bear. I tell you I felt utterly sick—not with despair, but with an anger that I
thought it a shame to let go to waste. And so in no time flat I dashed off a seven-page
letter, which is not so easy to do on the bus, but I had quite a lot to say, telling the
Adcocks in no uncertain terms that this affair was far from over and so they better well
start preparing themselves for all that we were about to set in motion. I then paused, for
scarcely a second, to turn the page, getting no little satisfaction in imagining their
expressions as they read the letter. But of course the spell broke once I realized what I
was doing, leaving me completely drained and moreover suddenly defenseless against the
passenger beside me, who started rattling on about his wife Sandra.”
“She would have to be named Sandra—one of several coincidences…which brings us
to the present moment, no?”
“Yes, I guess it does. Well, I managed to sleep right through the Wellfleet stop, and so
I thought, fine, I had lost the spirit of the thing anyway, I might as well go to
Provincetown too, that waiter from Sapphire did recommend it to me, after all, and I
figured there would be wet sand enough for the both of us, and little chance we’d run into
each other; regardless, I hope you won’t hold it against me if I thought we would enjoy
sharing our impressions of the day on our way back, with the pleasure perhaps doubled in
your case by the additional element of surprise.”
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“This waiter from Sapphire—did he happen to mention why he chose Provincetown,
among all the beach towns on Cape Cod?”
“As a matter of fact, he did. In his considered judgment, which as I believe you know I
have come to respect, it has the best Portuguese restaurant in the Northeast, a fairly new
place called Tadeu’s. I know such fare is prohibitively rich for you, so I thought it best
not to mention it. I do wish, however, that he had told me about Jett’s exhibit at the
museum, which I get the sense you did not happen to stumble upon?”
“I visited no museum.”
“Well, you did come here for the shoreline, after all.”
“And what will he find out there, Doctor?”
“Doctor…Planet of the Apes, yes? But you’ll have to tell me.”
‘“His des-ti-ny’, Doctor Zaius tells Zira in not nearly a grave enough voice, as the
waves crashing onto the shore grow louder and more violent.”
“You found your destiny on the beach and…what you found there was not particularly
to your liking?”
“It was not.”
“Did you fall to your knees and pound your fist into the sand, damning a mad
humanity all to hell?”
“Nothing quite so dramatic. I did curse myself, though, for good measure.”
“Well, that’s not really something to beat yourself up over now, is it? And here comes
the bus. Something tells me we’ll be back before we know it.”
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“And feeling as though we had never left?”
“Small world, isn’t it?” the driver remarked from his seat as the door to the bus
opened.
“Unbelievably so,” Donovan said.
The driver was gracious enough to accept his ticket with a welcoming, almost
apologetic expression, an unmistakable show of tact that was hardly lost on Theodore,
who gave the driver a knowing nod after the automatic door snapped shut behind him.

XVIII
Summary of Concluding Section
In his dream, Donovan must find Aurelia happy
Aurelia moves the stars in the blink of an eye
Donovan treads by Aurelia’s side
Aurelia goes under
Theodore and Donovan reunited
Theodore reads aloud
Stepping in and out of character
Theodore accounts for his presence
The waiter from Sapphire
Talk of destiny
The timely return of the bus driver, who seems to be in the know, along with Theodore
The doors of the bus snap shut
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Chapter 7
One Extra Passenger
Donovan slammed on the brakes not two minutes ago, and already some half-dozen
cars have come to a stop behind him.
Surprised to find it close to midnight, he closes his phone and crosses his wrists on the
steering wheel, staring at the woman in white who materializes by the side of the minivan
in front of him.
Suddenly, she lurches sideways, the greyhound on the leash pulling her toward the
snow-covered farmland along the two-lane highway.
When woman and dog eventually emerge out of the mist, she seems to have regained
command, walking briskly toward the sharp curve that prevents him from seeing how far
ahead the line of stalled traffic extends.
He glances at the gas gauge needle and immediately cuts the engine.
*
Donovan reaches in the backseat for the final proofs of this week’s edition, printed
out at the office not an hour earlier.
Covering the upper fold of the front page is a profile shot of a bison standing over a
shallow pond, its horns reflected in the clear water, the cone-shaped head casting a
shadow across the dried mud at its feet.
“The aim here,” he patiently explained to his newly hired assistant, placing a hand on
her telephoto lens and gently pushing it downward, “is to shoot the bison in such a way
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that its gaze veers away from the obtrusive reader, so as to convey something of its wish
to avoid his gratuitous, dumb stare.”
“Will that do it?” Carrie asked after taking the umpteenth shot, tapping the flashing
battery indicator on the monitor of her digital camera with her painted fingertip.
He nodded distractedly, already giving careful thought to which of her bison photos to
publish, while yet also fearing that their appearance on the front page would cause an
outcry, as the paper had fallen into the hands of the Wolf brothers.
“I’ll try to make it simple,” Wolff Jr. told him a few days earlier, closing his office
door. “People, people, people.”
The complaint was not new: by going to such great lengths to keep “people shots” off
the front and back pages, he was alienating the Pioneer Valley Journal’s readers and,
more importantly, those advertisers on which the free weekly newspaper, and the position
of photo editor in particular, remained abjectly dependent.
“Do you have a problem with people?” Wolf asked softly, gathering up the issues he
had strewn upon his desk.
Here we see a truck with its front end in a ditch, the remnants of a utility pole hanging
like a cross on a wire weighed down by snow, “with the driver nowhere in sight.” And
here we have a low-angle shot of a row of Victorian houses slated for demolition to make
way for a new Eckerd superstore, “each one inhabited exclusively by ghosts, for all our
readers know. And I could go on,” Wolf warned, spreading the other issues in his hand
like the leaves of a fan.
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*
Donovan walks past the minivan with his eyes fixed on the ground and his hands
thrust deep into the pockets of his wool coat.
Rounding the bend in the highway brings into view the line of vehicles stretching
before him to a kind of vanishing point, brake and headlights merging with the lightly
falling snow to create a luminous, pale orange mist.
He marks his birthday by counting out 37 strides, each one drawing him closer to the
bus whose massive hull looms over the other drivers.
*
The bus driver seems unfazed after nearly colliding with Donovan on the bottom step
of the bus: “Out for a breath of fresh air?”
Donovan returns the question.
“More like for a taste of death,” he says, lighting a cigarette.
He carefully flattens the carton and puts it in his jacket pocket: “Only need four more
of these before I can send them all in for a telescope.”
Donovan nods and observes that the snow is picking up again.
The drives inhales deeply and introduces himself as Paul: “Come aboard if you like.”
Taking a seat across from and just behind Paul’s console, he asks if he has any idea
how long the delay will last.
“No telling, now that we have a crime scene. Tim up ahead just called me from his
ring-side seat. Sounds like it was a really bad wreck. Three dead as far as they
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know…You would have thought that the first thing HQ would ask after seeing me not so
much as budge on their radar for over an hour is if there’s something wrong with the
coach. Or they might have asked if there’s been some sort of trouble on board. But no—
instead they ask if I’m making an unauthorized stop at Mickey D’s.”
He nods again and makes a request.
“Permission granted,” Paul says.
He walks down the aisle toward the rear of the bus, passing only a man playing
roshambo with the boy next to him and a woman reading a worn, pocket-sized Bible.
The bus seems much warmer, even in the stall, than his car.
Paul is at a loss to account for this when he returns to the front: “some have
compressors—or generators, I think they’re called generators. But not ours. If the
engine’s off, that’s it.”
With some reluctance, Donovan gets off the bus.
*
Donovan leans forward and crosses his wrists on top of the steering wheel, staring at
the sharp curve in the road—and then at the woman in white, as she takes a bundle out of
the trunk of the minivan.
He waits for her to get back in before turning the ignition and inching over to the
narrow shoulder at the edge of the snow-covered grass.
Grabbing his camera case off the floorboard, he hesitates for only a moment before
tossing the keys onto the seat and closing the door.
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*
His return to the bus is well-timed: Paul is kneeling by the open cargo hold, in front of
a woman who has a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.
The newly upholstered cushioned seat he takes in the last row seems at once luxurious,
especially when pushed back to its reclining position, an adjustment he makes with ease.
As Paul and the woman re-board, he quickly lies down, raising his knees so that the
tips of his shoes just reach the carpeted wall of the bus.
*
Motionless and yet moving, Donovan closes his eyes as the bus finally starts to roll
forward, the roar of the engine and his vibrating seat at once carrying him back—to the
day that he and his father had moved into their new house on Stillwood, a few weeks
ahead of his mother and Neal.
At the sudden rattling of the chain on the front door, Byron lifted him onto his
shoulders and made a mad dash for the railway crossing two short blocks way.
There he stood in wonderment, remaining perfectly still until, following his father’s
lead, he gave the crewmembers on the caboose a broad smile…and then a nearly frantic
wave—
Paul straightens up and clicks off his flashlight after Donovan’s eyes flare open:
“Well, hello.”
His voice seems neutral enough.
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“I’m sorry,” Donovan says. “I must have fallen asleep, right after I got back on board.
And I didn’t see you. You must have…stepped out.”
Paul expression remains quiet.
“Where are we?”
“A good way’s from your car, I can tell you that.”
“It doesn’t matter. I won’t ever be able to drive it again.”
“A breakdown?”
“It was only a matter of time. But it’s all been taken care of. How much for a ticket?”
“Depends on how far you want to go.”
Donovan appears thoughtful.
“Well,” Paul says through a yawn, “there’s no rush to decide. While we’re stopped,
you got anything to stow?”
“Oh, no, nothing at all…I’ve just this camera.”
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Chapter 8
Off The Bus

A motel room, on the third day.
At the moment quiet.
The thick red velvet drapes.
The framed still life.
The black and white war film on the muted television.
The camera case on the floor.
The Bible on the unmade bed.
The emergency evacuation plan bolted to the wall.
The rental car in the parking lot just beyond the door.
Through the frosted window pane: the lightly falling snow.
Buried in the newspaper: an announcement.
In a quarter of an hour, at the public library, a lecture on animal rights.
Why not attend?
Something to focus on.
A first step.
Strange misgivings.
The short drive, in silence.
“Why an interest in animal rights?” Theodore had once asked.
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The greyhound, with the woman in white.
Justice, first seen with punctured eye and mangled limb.
Neil’s two-headed rabbit, still in one piece.
The yellow left-hand turn signal.
The flashing blue and red lights.
A brief dispute.
"The light was yellow when I turned."
"No it wasn’t. License and registration....That's your bank card."
The long wait (for the processing of the printed citation).
Two hooded figures walk by his car.
In their wake, more thoughts of the past.
The burnt remains of the black and blue dream books.
A car passes.
The morning after the funeral.
Another car passes.
Then several more.
The officer returns.
This time in a manner more friendly.
“Drive safely.”
An unmistakable change in mood.
About-face.
90

The motel room.
A war film in color.
Screen off.
Pitch black.
Fade to white.
In the dream, the ceiling begins to shake.
To hold it still
He stands on the cold glass bed, with arms upraised.
But the ceiling also rises…just beyond his reach.
The next morning.
The same woman at the front desk.
“Checking out?”
“Another night, please.”
He hands over his bank card.
Their eyes meet.
“Last night, I gave it to a cop by mistake…when he asked for my license.”
“Oh?”
Encouraged, he recounts in some detail the events of the previous evening.
She is no longer looking at him.
Rather at her computer screen.
And then at the long line of guests behind him.
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“Did he let you off?"
“No."
Two soft laughs.
Walk away.
For the first time since abandoning his car, he opens his phone.
One message.
From Carrie.
“Should I file a missing person report?”
Should she do so, he would very much like to see it.
The space allotted for a description of his mental/emotional health in particular.
“Does X have any fears and phobias?”
Phobias: the word gives offense.
Fears: the word gives pause.
A fear of failure?
He laughs, softly, almost bitterly.
A fear of success?
The same reaction.
A fear of staying pat?
That cannot be ruled out…all of a sudden.
His pace begins to quicken.
The distant rumblings of ambition.
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THE SHALLOW END

“You better sit down.”
Margot remains standing, counting the drops of water that fall from her hair onto the
glass-topped end table, unable to remember the last time her brother had left her a phone
message that began in exactly the same way.
Not two hours ago, he got a call from their Aunt Miriam, who was barely able to
speak. But she needed to talk to someone—she couldn’t just keep sitting alone in her
kitchen, staring at the four line obituary stating that Barney Hahn died at age 91 three
days earlier at the Jewish Home for the Aged.
Margot drops the towel on the sofa and crosses the living room to the bay window: the
crowned heads of two aspen treetops rise and fall in the steady wind as her brother
repeats he “just knew something like this would happen.”
He just knew that Sophia could not to be trusted. God knows what else that sister of
theirs has done with her power of attorney. But what she hadn’t counted on was their
fighting back.
His lawyer naturally needs more time before he lays out all their options, but there are
sure to plenty to choose from—of that they can be certain.
“Everything’s on the table,” he says, and then after a slight pause, “one more thing.”
He wants to assure her that preparations for a proper memorial service for their father
are already underway.
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“Sophia won’t dare come, but in a way I kind of hope she does,” he says, suddenly
becoming more animated.
“Of course” he would like Margot to fly up for the service, but he also realizes that her
Theatre Company’s season is going to begin soon, “if it has not already.”
Margot drops onto the sofa after the answering machine cuts off her brother’s voice.
When the peal of church bells announces the passing of another quarter-hour, she
slides to the floor and sorts through the transcripts stacked beside the end table until she
finds the monologue she wrote for a recent broadcast of radio plays.
She stares at the title page and stage notes while waiting for the cassette in the tape
recorder to rewind:

The Daughter
The Father (neither seen nor heard)
The Nurse (neither seen nor heard)…

Room 206: A single room in a nursing home facility.

Margot carefully rolls up the transcript and pushes the play button, suddenly willing to
give the actress who was cast over her objections the benefit of the doubt.
“Oh no, thank you. I’m not hungry. Are you sure you had enough?...Well, maybe
supper will be better…So back to last night. Art and several of his work friends threw a
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surprise party for my fortieth…No, that’s o.k., I didn’t expect you to remem—I mean, I
know you have other—Well, I couldn’t believe how many people were there!
“But Art said something at one point that got me thinking…It seems surprise birthday
parties don’t go so well with certain ages…I remember going to one for a friend on her
fiftieth, and feeling really sorry for her. It was so obvious the whole thing made her just
miserable…She didn’t complain though, maybe because her party was a lot better than
mine in just about every way. For one thing, her hostess didn’t make everyone play these
ridiculous games!
“Can you believe, Art told me this, there are websites that—websites, you know, on
the Internet? My point is there are places you can go to get advice on what sort of games
to play at your parties, which I guess I can understand doing for one of those office
affairs the boss puts on, where everyone has to make a show of enjoying themselves, but
why do it at a party like this, where everyone actually wants—
“Anyway, after going through all that, the games were just horrible. I can’t imagine
you and Mom ever had to rely on any outside consultants for one of your parties…
“Here, let me pour that tea for you…
“So the games—the games they came up with! And the worst one of all they saved for
last. Told to recall on the spot the most embarrassing moment of our lives, we hastily
wrote down the first thing that popped into our heads and then dropped the scrap of paper
through the slit of a box. Everyone then gathered around the hostess as she read each and
every scrawled sketch aloud—but in fits and starts, of course, since she couldn’t make
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out a single one without the help of the person who actually wrote it, which defeated the
whole purpose of the game, since we were all supposed to guess who wrote what…
“Art, wouldn’t you know, put down as his moment playing that very game, which
didn’t go over so well, but fortunately it was one of the last slips taken. I suppose the
hostess thought the whole thing would be really funny, but I guess there is only so much
these party consultants can do for you. They can’t provide you with the guests…I said
they can’t provide you with the right kind of guests!...I mean they—well, in any event,
can you guess what my moment was?
“Remember how, at least once a week, when you would come pick me up from the
JCC, the summer day camp, there was that director…Jeff something? He would always
follow me to your car, and then, with his big, proud smile, announce, ‘She floated!’
“‘She floated.’ As if he hadn’t been saying the same thing to you several times a week
for at least a month! And yet you always played along. Now why was that? For that
matter, why was I the only one my age who couldn’t swim? Why would I always get
this…sudden chill…every time the water touched my chin—”
Margot presses the stop button and fast forwards past the lines she tacked on at the
insistence of the radio station’s artistic director. The offending passage, which ruined the
rhythm of the piece and shattered its psychological structure, treated listeners to a
flashback of a traumatic scene from the daughter’s hitherto repressed past, narrated in a
much higher, childlike voice that was accompanied by a haunting, minor-keyed string
melody.
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Margot hits play and then quickly resumes fast-forwarding to silence the swelling violins.
Do we really need, within the span of a five-minute play, another recounting of incest in
the Deep South, taking place under the cover of night in a family swimming pool, the
daughter floating on her back, nearly blind without her glasses, the blurred porch lights
hovering above her, the father’s rough palm pressing beneath her, his voice softly
repeating, “Just relax, honey, that’s it, just relax,” as he brings his other hand out of the
water, letting a few drops fall on her stomach—
Margot hits play, fast-forward, play, rewind, and then play.
“What did Jeff know? He didn’t know anything—he was floating on air because I
floated on water. And you would sit there in the car and smile, letting on with a slight nod
that the two of you were communicating, that all was well, that I was making progress in
more ways than one, that I was finally letting you—letting myself go, and learning how
to swim, which of course was anything but true, since things had quickly run aground
once I figured out how to float, which, mind you—Jeff never added such details—I was
only able to do face down, and in the shallow end, so that I would then be able to stand
on the bottom the instant I ran out of breath.
“So, last night, last night at the party I’m standing there with my feet firmly planted,
thinking all this and holding up the game. I realize I can’t possibly get it all down, so
instead I come up with something more…suitable, something that happened at yet
another birthday party, my sixteenth—shortly after you cleaned and reopened the pool for
the first time since—What? Yes, I know, for all my friends.
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“Well, sure enough, everyone seemed to be having loads of fun, swimming away, and
so, a little confused and frustrated I’m sure by the fact that I wasn’t getting enough
attention, I started making a big production out of why I alone wasn’t ready to dive in just
yet—going out to the edge of the diving board, stopping, backpedaling, moving forward
again, dangling my foot over the edge and then drawing it back, assuming all kinds of
clownish poses…
“It was all a great big hit, there was much laughter and hand-clapping—but I really
brought the house down a bit later, when I suddenly started screaming ‘Perry! Perry!’
while he carried me over his shoulder like a sack and then dropped me in the deep end.
And as far as I could tell, it not being so easy to hear underwater, the laughter really
erupted as I started to flail about, thinking the whole time how strange it was to be
drowning without feeling like there was any danger, since surely you had been watching
over me the whole time through the living room window. But then, just as I started to
lose sense of how close, or how far away, I was to the surface, I was pulled out by Van—
Van Something. Without a word, but with a look that I think was kind, he eased me onto
the grass beside the pool…
“Well, I managed to get a shortened version of the near drowning incident down on
that scrap of paper and—yes? Yes, he’s all done. And, nurse, would you please bring him
some aspirin? Thank you.
“All right, Dad, I better go if I want to catch my flight. I’ll try to come again in a
couple of months.
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“I already told the nurse. She’ll be right back with your aspirin. I’m sure you’ll feel
better soon. Just try to relax and think good thoughts…Think. Good. Thoughts.”

Margot picks up the phone after glancing at the name and number flashing on the
monitor.
The same actress to whom she has just been giving the benefit of the doubt has a favor
to ask of her: she has to prepare a monologue for an audition that is coming up, and
rumor has it that original works are preferred.
“I know this doesn’t give you fair warning, but do you think you could have
something for me by next weekend? I’d forever be in your debt…Margot?...Are you
there?”
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TOMORROW IS A HOLIDAY

“This is awful.”
Ben shifts his weight in the armchair. “Give it a bit.”
“Why?”
“Change it, then. I’m leaving in a minute anyway.”
Lawson clicks off the T.V. with the remote. “You’re going out tonight?”
“I’ve said so three times.”
“Who with?”
“Sean.”
“I thought you said he was flying home to Nashville for Thanksgiving.”
“Fuck, honey. Not till morning.”
“Listen,” he says, watching her examine the label on the wine bottle and then slowly
twist the corkscrew, “you don’t have to come with me after we’re done with your parents.
My mom wants to have dinner at the motel.”
“Jesus, Carl’s still living there? How long has he been out?”
“Long enough.”
“But why not meet at your mom’s place instead?”
“She’s all afraid her landlord might see him again.”
“So what if he did?”
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“That’s what I said. If anything, she should be worried about what I’ll do, the second
Carl starts in.”
“Starts in with what?”
“Well, lying, for one thing. And just for the hell of it, as far as I can —”
“What would my parents think if we showed up with him tomorrow?”
“That their daughter really could have done worse?”
“You can sure tell he’s your brother in that photo.”
He looks away from the blank screen and scans the living room for his keys. “What
photo?”
“I told you, the one on some Sex Offender website. It’s a wonder your mom hasn’t
completely lost it, spending so much time alone with him in that shitty motel room.”
She reaches without looking for one of the men’s catalogues on the glass-topped end
table. “And doing what I can’t begin to—Godammit!”
The puddle of red wine seems a shade or two lighter than the blood he spat into the
sink again that morning.
She takes the nearly empty bottle by the neck. “Grab something while you’re up, will
you?”
Crossing the room moments later, he closes his phone and tosses a roll of paper towels
onto the sofa.
She rips off several sheets and slides to the floor: “What do you and Sean talk about
all night?”
101

“What are you asking me?”
“He still trying to get you to join his Still-Life Theater?”
“Still-Live. He gave up ages ago.”
“I haven’t.”
With one hand on the door knob, he turns halfway around: “You want me to start
acting again?”
She gazes down at the wine staining the sheets she spread across the floor.
“I just want you to start acting like you give a damn.”
***
Lawson picks up the phone on the fourth ring.
Her mother says she cannot wait to see her tomorrow.
“Do you realize how long it’s been since we were all together, for a whole day?...No
one’s blaming you! Believe me, I know how busy things are at the clinic. You love being
a veterinarian, though. That’s what matters….Now, how’s Ben? Tell me the two of you
have been getting along…Of course I won’t bring it up at the table. But let’s do try and
have a good one on one. Which reminds me. I forgot to mention in my message. Van and
Margaret changed their minds at the last minute, even though it’s costing them an arm
and a leg. And they insisted on flying in. Tomorrow of all days! I argued against it, but
no one in this family ever listens to me. So, everything’s been pushed back a little.
You’re still welcome to come at 2, though. In fact—why don’t you do that? Tell Ben he
can make his stuffing right here in this huge kitchen…Well, it’s your decision…Do what
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you want… I’ll call tomorrow morning if I think up anything else. I told your father I’m
not going with him to that mob scene at the airport. I’ve far too much to do as it is—
which is how I like it. We’re both that way, aren’t we? But I better let you go…I love
you.”
***
The bartender pours out another double shot into Ben’s glass and points to the TV
next to the deer head mount. “Take away his beard and the Fed Chairman looks a lot like
Dan Blocker.”
“Who?”
“You know, Hoss, from Bonanza. Didn’t you used to watch it when you were a kid?”
“My brother always tried to get me to. All I remember is the music they had at the
beginning. And this burning map—”
“I really think it was the best Western that’s ever been on television.”
“How about on the big screen? I was just watching 3:10 to Yuma again.”
“Never heard of it. Sweet Alana not with you tonight?”
“Anna. She’s supposed to meet me here, but I haven’t heard from her in—it’s going
on six hours now.”
“Wouldn’t let that one out of my sight for a second.”
Ben taps his wedding ring several times against his empty glass and pushes back his
bar stool.
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He winds his way through two crowded dining rooms and then turns into the short
hallway behind the kitchen, staring down Carl’s number flashing on his phone as he
pushes open the door with his shoulder—
If any one of the women holding her own in front of the mirror above a long row of
sinks spotted him in the glass, none bat an eye as he takes some half-dozen backward
steps before nearly colliding with a waitress in the doorway.
She too seems unfazed.
***
Lawson picks up the phone on the second ring.
Her mother-in-law would like to speak to Carl for a moment.
“He’s not there?...Is Ben out too?...Oh, they must have gone out together! I just knew
it’d only be a matter of time, before they became close again. Carl has always thought the
world of his little brother, you know. Oh, and he feels the same way about you too, dear.
I’ve been telling Bennie how lucky he is for, what is it now, 7 years?...Every time I see
him, I make sure that I do.”
***
Ben parks in front of the pawn shop and walks toward the black on yellow neon sign
at the opposite end of the otherwise shuttered strip mall.
“One of my housemates used to work at Oasis,” Anna had said some months ago,
pointing to that same sign while they were stopped at a traffic light during a steady
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downpour. “They’ll give you a really good massage, over every single inch of your
body.”
The windowless metal door atop the dimly lit stairwell opens to a room the size of an
elevator.
“Good evening. And welcome to Oasis.”
The woman behind the glass partition who reaches for the clipboard on the desk has a
distinct accent that is hard to place.
“Do you have any openings?”
She laughs heartily, and in a manner that at once strikes him as unforced. “This must
be your first time.”
Following her down the narrow, carpeted corridor, he listens with only half an ear to a
quick run through of the ground rules.
Is she perhaps from Iran? The question is on the tip of his tongue when she spins
halfway around and raises an index finger before slipping through the floor-to-ceiling
gold curtain.
Joining her when she draws it open from the other side a moment later are two women
who stand shoulder to shoulder against the far wall in short white robes. “This is Missy,
and that’s Jenna,” she says, pointing to each in turn.
Missy smiles encouragingly, with her hands on her hips.
Jenna by contrast slouches with head bent.
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But at Jenna he continues to stare, until what little of her face he can see behind a
mass of tumbling, unkempt brown hair is finally enough to leave no further room for
doubt that she is none other than the receptionist with whom he always used to share an
extra word at the Cat Clinic.
Her true name he forgets, and why Lawson really fired her he was never told, though
he was given plenty of reasons—all of them more or less outlandish, and a few even
desperate, so far as he could make out, which certainly wasn’t far.
He turns to the woman who still has clipboard in hand. “It’s so hard to choose.”
“Isn’t it!”
“I’m sorry, but…this doesn’t feel right.”
“Maybe some other time then,” she says promptly, with a slight nod to both women.
***
Lawson picks up the phone on the first ring.
Carl wants to know if Ben is in.
“I haven’t been able to catch him on his phone…Then would you have him give me a
shout? Something’s come up about tomorrow…Well, how are you, anyway, Loss?
Seems like I haven’t talked to you in…Is that your line?...God, it really is 24/7 with
your—”
Lawson recognizes Mrs. Botta’s thick accent right away.
“Dr. Rowe, thank God you’re there, it’s Axie, I’ve never seen him like this, he got two
shots, we gave him two shots, one nearly on top of the other. It’s my husband, he didn’t
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see my note, but I never should have just left a note, I don’t know what I could possibly
have been—”
Lawson politely but firmly tells Mrs. Botta she is going to hang up and call her right
back on her cell, which she then does, and her first words are, Mrs. Botta, I am in my car,
I’m on my way, I’ve already called the clinic. Now here’s what I want you to do.
Lawson is a rock: with headset now in place, she steadies the wheel with one hand and
methodically sorts through her medical bag on the passenger seat with the other.
She asks Mrs. Botta to please take a deep breath and tell her exactly what her cat is
doing right now.
“What is Axle doing right now, Mrs. Botta?”
“He just wouldn’t stop pacing, going back and forth, back and forth by his food dish,
and with this wild look, but he wouldn’t—”
Lawson interrupts again, her voice louder but just as polite and firm.
“Right now, Mrs. Botta. I need to know what Axle is doing right now.”
“Well, now he’s just sitting on his—no, wait, he’s getting up and…Dr. Rowe! He
fell…he fell, and he can’t seem to—”
Lawson is inside their house and then in less than three minutes back in her car with
Axle wrapped up in a towel on her lap and the headlights from Mrs. Botta’s minivan
flooding her rearview mirror…
His blood sugar was below 40, she says, first to her assistant on standby at the clinic
and then to Mrs. Botta.
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Mr. and Mrs. Botta repeat that number in unison.
“Dr. Rowe, are we going to get one more chance? Is Axie going to give us one more
chance?”
“I can’t say just now, not just now,” Lawson says, peeling into the driveway of the
clinic.
***
All the lights in Anna’s duplex were out when Ben rolled down her block on his way
back to the bar after leaving Oasis, and they are still out nearly two hours later, which he
would take as a good sign—if he could be absolutely sure that the motorcycle near her
building doesn’t belong to her good friend Nick. But he is sure of no such thing, or of
much else besides, except that Anna’s finally had it, this time it’s really over, and just
like that, all of it, it’s all over…
None of this has the least bit to do with you!
Already he can hear Anna’s motion for dismissal, although her voice is not so easy to
pick out, every other woman he’s ever known having told him what amounts to the very
same thing, every woman apart from Lawson, whose long-standing complaint has been
that it is all about him, and, fair or foul, it’s a charge he’s been unable to counter, or
escape from, or even truly understand, though he feels like he’s now ready to do all that
and much more, as he rapidly fingers the keys of his phone after pulling into his driveway
and turning off the headlights. That Lawson’s car seems not to be precisely where it was
when he left gives no cause for concern, though it does momentarily distract, and just
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long enough to make him forget what he was looking for. But he was looking for
something alright, and so he at once redirects his search, first toward an online medical
library, whose summary reports on…hemoptysis…are presented in a print too small for
him to read on his phone under the dim roof light of the car. The photos of Anna stored
on his phone’s gallery, however, look better than ever—at least they do at first. But the
longer he stares at her nearly identical headshots arrayed on the grid, now one at a time,
now all at once, the more she starts to look like she could be someone else, gazing out at
no one and anyone …Better yet and worse still, he could just as easily be anyone else,
anyone that is except his brother. So much, he can bank on, which is really very little, and
then less than nothing, the instant Carl’s mug shot hits the screen. Without question, they
could pass for identical twins. And no matter whether they were born four years apart—
that might make them a truly special pair, maybe even the only one of its kind.
Half in feeble jest, he searches for himself—and for the first time immediately finds
not one, but two results: lying below the business address and phone number for Ben
Rowe, Certified Public Accountant, is an excerpt from a directory that lists several of
Anna Dandavati’s friends, with his name in boldface.
The link takes him to a place he’s never been, to a site where many more photos of
Anna appear—here she’s holding hands with two other schoolchildren, leaning against a
lion statue, in front of some palace, and here…here she’s probably the same age,
sprawled out on a yellow beach towel, in a bright red, two-piece swimsuit, her arms and

109

legs half-covered with sand…She seems even younger, but also more like the Anna he
knows, when he enlarges the photo again, as far as he can go—
At the sudden thump against his side window, it’s easy to imagine that the whole car
just shook, and not only the screen in his hands.
But the sound was real enough, though it somehow seems less so, when he turns and
sees Lawson’s face.
“What’s wrong?”
Her words are a bit muffled behind the glass.
And her expression is quiet enough, until she looks downward—
He snaps shut his phone and after some struggle removes the keys from the ignition.
Raising his head as the front door closes and the porch light cuts off, he knows that, as
night follows day, she has just put up the chain and slid in the bolt.
To sleep in the car seems preferable for a moment to entering through the back door,
reached only by way of an unlit, mud-drenched path which runs right past a rotting,
mountainous wood pile, rumored to be home to a colony of rats.
But guided by the faint glow emitted from his phone, Ben pushes ahead, soon
surprised to find some relief in anticipating what Lawson will tell him she knows—or
what she will tell him she saw, and now thinks that she knows.
Certainly this Thanksgiving promises plenty, and, glancing at his watch, he sees that
tomorrow is now today.
The holiday has already begun.
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